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Glossary of terms 

Annual Ring. A term used by politicians and public officials in Sundbyberg 
to address the historical development of municipal areas and how they differ-
entiate in terms of spatial and architectural characteristics.  
Building rights. The right a land or property owner has to construct a building 
and develop the land/property in accordance with the relevant detailed devel-
opment plan. Building rights concern land use and limitations on construction. 
Built ridges. The islands of inner city Stockholm that were originally urban-
ized before a suburban structure was developed from the late 19th century on-
wards. 
Förvaltaren. Sundbyberg’s municipal public housing company. 
Gross Floor Area (GFA). The total area contained within buildings, meas-
ured wall to wall. ‘Light Gross Floor Area’ refers to the total area that is not 
used for certain technical purposes. 
Idea Concept. Development proposals that private developers used as entries 
in a municipally arranged competition for Hallonbergen’s urban renewal. 
Institutional fix. A theoretical term that encompasses the arrangements of in-
stitutional features which enables the localization of neoliberalism in urban 
planning and development. 
Lamella houses. Freestanding multi-family housing units that often are ar-
ranged parallel or in right angels. Lamella houses were popular during the 
Swedish architectural modernism (circa 1930s–70s).  
Land allocation agreement. The agreement between a municipality and a 
developer concerning the developer’s exclusive right to, during a limited pe-
riod of time, negotiate the terms for the development of a specific area.  
Moments of neoliberal creative destruction. A theoretical perspective used 
in this thesis. It encompasses how existing politico-institutional arrangements, 
housing markets, built environments, and discourses are destroyed in creative 
moments of market-oriented reforms aimed at urban and economic growth. 
People’s Home. In Swedish: Folkhemmet. This notion was part of Swedish 
political and social democratic discourse in the inter-war and post-war period, 
pertaining to a solidary Swedish society (a ‘home’) which is not stratified by 
social class. 
Public housing. In Swedish: Allmännyttiga bostäder. This particular housing 
category refers to rental housing that municipalities typically own through 



municipal companies. Public housing is accessible to everyone, therefore not 
resembling the term ‘social housing.’ 
Public planning. Spatial and urban planning conducted by municipalities 
based on the Planning and Building Act (2010:900).  
Subject-object duality. A theoretical perspective on planning, which encom-
passes the position of planning as both a tool of and victim to neoliberalism. 
Sundbybergs stad. The name of the municipality of Sundbyberg. 
The Infrastructure Company (IC). In Swedish: Infrastrukturbolaget. A mu-
nicipal development company that was used by Sundbyberg’s municipality to 
manage an urban development project concerning Central Sundbyberg (period 
2015–2017).  
The Network Pleasant Urban Core. In Swedish: Nätverket Trivsam Stads-
kärna. An activist network comprised of local inhabitants in Central 
Sundbyberg. ‘The network’ has since 2016 used institutional means as well as 
informal contestational activities with the aim of influencing the municipal 
development of Central Sundbyberg.  
The Stora Ursvik Project (SUP). A co-development project including 
Sundbybergs stad and private developers Vasakronan and NCC. The project 
concerns the development and urbanization of the municipal area Stora 
Ursvik.  
The Swedish Transport Administration (STA). In Swedish: Trans-
portstyrelsen. The national government agency responsible for long-term in-
frastructure planning for transportation. 
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1. Introduction 

In the interwar period, the term People’s Home1 became an ideological epit-
ome for Swedish social democracy.  It pertained to a political pursuit of social 
and economic equality and solidarity in welfare policies and practice: to a 
Swedish society not stratified by social class, but unified within a common 
home.2 From the 1940s onwards, spatial planning, social welfare objectives, 
and housing policies became closely interconnected with the welfare orienta-
tions of Swedish social democracy. A central outcome of this political para-
digm was the establishment of public housing companies tasked with devel-
oping and owning affordable rental housing for the public benefit.3 Public 
housing companies were legally and financially supported to operate through 
municipal frameworks and to produce rental housing estates in well-planned 
and -organized residential living environments.4 In this sense, municipalities 
became key actors in implementing the welfare policies and objectives of na-
tional social democracy. 

In the early 1990s, the operational space for municipalities to manage plan-
ning, development, and housing production changed dramatically as institu-
tional and financial infrastructures for municipal public housing companies 
were fundamentally transformed. As part of a comprehensive reorientation of 
housing policies to subordinate them to general economic policies starting in 
the 1980s, deregulatory reforms and a reliance on market mechanisms re-
placed state credits dedicated to supporting public housing production. Finan-
cial reforms were accompanied by deregulations that sought to cause actors 
on the housing production market to turn directly to consumers, without the 
mediation of several regulatory demands relating to land use arrangements, 
cost estimations, market competition, housing supply, and other features. An 
underlying rationale for these reforms was that municipalities were considered 
to have a sufficient governance framework through the Planning and Building 
Act established in 1987, and more specifically through the mandatory use of 

                               
1 In Swedish: Folkhemmet 
2 See, e.g.: Eva Rudberg (1992), Folkhemmets byggande; Jan Larsson (1994), Hemmet vi ärvde; 
Karin Grundström & Irene Molina (2016), ”From Folkhem to lifestyle housing in Sweden: seg-
regation and urban form, 1930s–2010s”, International Journal of Housing Policy, 16:3 
3 In Swedish: Allmännytta 
4 For an overview, see: Bengt Larsson et al. (2012), Transformation of the Swedish Welfare 
State: From Social Engineering to Governance? 
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comprehensive and detailed development plans.5 It is based on these legal and 
regulatory tools municipalities exercise their ‘monopoly’ in questions of pub-
lic planning and land use.6  

The transformation of institutional and financial infrastructures has been 
identified as a systematic transition away from the welfare state7 towards ne-
oliberalism, as municipalities were steered toward market-based solutions and 
new modes of governance in their management of public tasks. The transition 
from a social democracy of the People’s Home in the post-war decades to 
increasingly neoliberal public policies and practices marks a paradigm shift, 
which, as the thesis’ literature review will show, recent research on Swedish 
urban contexts has explored and analyzed with a strong focus on the sectors 
of housing and municipal urban planning and development. The notion that 
neoliberalism simply has substituted state regulations for a market-oriented 
approach is nevertheless – just as some of the recent research also identifies – 
an oversimplification at best, and false at worst.8  

This thesis aims to make a contribution to research on neoliberalism in 
Swedish urban contexts, as it dives into the complexities and contradictions 
that characterize processes of neoliberal localization, meaning the uneven im-
plementation of neoliberal features in municipal regulatory sectors, and the 
varied and hybrid forms of policies and practices they produce. In support of 
this aim, this thesis draws on a case study design utilizing a mix of qualitative 
data (mainly interviews, planning documents, and ethnographic observations) 
and descriptive statistics. The empirical case itself is a Stockholm County mu-
nicipality: Sundbybergs stad, or the municipality of Sundbyberg. 

This thesis explains how Sundbybergs stad has arranged urban planning 
and development in the wake of the paradigm shift of the 1990s. During the 
20th century, Sundbyberg’s municipal council has been under continuous so-
cial democratic control, and the municipality has relied substantially on sup-
portive institutional infrastructures for public housing. Recognizing such im-
portant historical factors, this thesis analyzes the recent localization of neolib-
eralism in the municipality by describing the hybridity of market, social, and 
regulatory features that are produced in specific instances of planning and de-
velopment. Sundbyberg has, in other words, been chosen as a case to advance 
                               
5 Swedish National Board of Housing, Building and Planning (2010), “The Planning and Build-
ing Act,” Ref. 2010:900 
6 Sveriges Regering (1991), ”Regeringens proposition om slutgiltig reglering av statsbudgeten 
för budgetåret 1992/03 m.m (kompletteringsproposition),” Proposition 1991/92:150; Sveriges 
Regering (1992), Finansdepartementet, ”Avreglerad arbetsmarknad. Delbetänkande av utred-
ningen om statens stöd för bostadsfinansieringen,” SOU 1992:24; Swedish National Board of 
Housing, Building and Planning (2007), Bostadspolitiken – Svensk politik för boende, byggande 
och planering under 130 år, p. 108; Swedish National Board of Housing, Building and Planning 
(2010), “The Planning and Building Act,” Ref. 2010:900, 1 kap 4§ 
7 Bengt Larsson et al. (2012), Transformation of the Swedish Welfare State: From Social Engi-
neering to Governance? 
8 Pierre Dardot & Christian Laval (2013), The New Way of the World: On Neo-Liberal Society, 
p. 244 
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knowledge about “actually existing neoliberalism”9 and how it unfolds within 
defined institutional planning and development processes in a small munici-
pality (33,828 inhabitants, in 2002; 52,098 inhabitants, in 201910) within a 
capital city region (2,344,100 inhabitants, in 201811).  

The period under study – the 2000s and 2010s – constitutes a defining mo-
ment in Sundbyberg’s municipal history. Newly elected social democratic 
leaders aimed to reduce the impact of an inherited, omnipresent social demo-
cratic heritage in municipal planning and development in order to escape – as 
conceived by them – a moment of stagnation. That is, a moment of stagnation 
primarily marked by a decrease in the municipal population in a capital growth 
region and acute problems with municipal finances. Thus, just as the regula-
tory transformation on the national scale marked a paradigm shift, so did the 
shift from an inherited social democracy to a neoliberal social democracy on 
the municipal scale of Sundbybergs stad.  

This thesis seeks to contribute to our understanding of how neoliberalism 
is never a complete process, but a partial and incomplete process with many 
different facets when it is localized in public practice. A public practice, then, 
which should remain democratically accountable also in contexts of substan-
tial market influence. The choice of a Swedish municipality with a strong so-
cial democratic heritage in political and administrative practices was a careful 
one. The Keynesian model of redistribution and institutions of social solidar-
ity, which are typically addressed as the historical and institutional victims of 
neoliberalism12, strongly denotes Swedish social democratic ideology and pol-
icy, with concrete outcomes in public planning and development relating to 
residential housing, principles for land use arrangements, and other aspects. 
Redistribution and solidarity policies were strongly anchored in ideological 
convictions and public and democratic infrastructures. Therefore, Swedish in-
stitutional frameworks – political, administrative, and regulatory – are argua-
bly especially suitable to analyze how neoliberalism challenges, alters, and 
mixes with democratic accountability, civil participation and influence, social 
agendas, public planning, and other features and sectors of municipal practice.  

Moreover, Swedish municipalities are especially valuable as cases because 
of their self-government and planning monopoly, which condition and support 
their legal rights to develop their territories. The withdrawal of subsidies for 
public housing production in the early 1990s, as well as additional regulatory 
demands on public housing companies to operate like private businesses in 

                               
9 Neil Brenner & Nik Theodore (2017), ”Cities and the Geographies of Actually Existing Ne-
oliberalism”, Critique of Urbanization: Selected Essays, edited by Neil Brenner, p. 54 
10 Statistics Sweden (2022), Folkmängden den 1 november efter region, ålder och kön. År 
2002–2021 
11 This is the population for Stockholm County. See: Region Stockholm (2018), Stockholms 
Läns Prognos – Huvudrapport, Befolkningsprognos 2018–2027/60, Demografirapport 2018:3 
12 Jamie Peck et al. (2009), “Neoliberal urbanism: Models, moments, mutations.” SAIS Review 
vol. XXIX 
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2010, constitute institutional steering of municipalities to the market sector for 
their arrangements of planning and development.13 Sundbyberg’s post-war 
history is characterized not only by the political dominance of Social Demo-
crats, but also by the administrative dominance of the municipal public hous-
ing company, which lasted until the 1980s. A central theme of this thesis is 
therefore the transformed municipal management of the municipal public 
housing company as an organizational actor, as well as the transformed mu-
nicipal approach to public rental housing as a tenure form. The thesis shows 
how a subordination of public housing in development coincided with the lo-
calization of neoliberalism across several institutional sectors and sociospatial 
contexts.  

Overall, the particularity of the Swedish case itself in a field of research 
that has primarily focused on Anglo-Saxon urban contexts14 has been one key 
motivation in writing this thesis. Not least because an approach to neoliberal-
ism as a localized and hybrid phenomenon may be especially useful in ex-
plaining how inherited social policies and institutional regulatory frameworks 
are dismantled or maintained in new and altered forms and expressions. As 
will be further discussed in the literature review (Chapter 3), research has 
lately investigated implementations and effects of neoliberal urbanism in Swe-
den, often with a focus on the housing sector specifically or urban develop-
ment in the major municipalities in Swedish city regions (Malmö, Gothen-
burg, and Stockholm municipalities). Many of these have presented evidences 
of the impact of neoliberalism, e.g., in the influence of the market sector in 
entrepreneurial modes of governance, gentrification projects aiming to change 
local demographics and displace work-class inhabitants, and a planning focus 
on middle-class groups. However, only a few studies have adopted a more 
historically sensitive approach to neoliberalism as a policy response to deal 
with certain social, economic, and spatial aspects at a given point in time, and 
investigated neoliberalism as an incoherent and contradictory process when 
localized in municipal planning and development.  

                               
13 Sveriges Regering (1991), ”Regeringens proposition om slutgiltig reglering av statsbudgeten 
för budgetåret 1992/03 m.m (kompletteringsproposition)”, Proposition 1991/92:150; Sveriges 
Regering (1992), Finansdepartementet, ”Avreglerad arbetsmarknad. Delbetänkande av utred-
ningen om statens stöd för bostadsfinansieringen”. SOU 1992:24; Swedish National Board of 
Housing, Building and Planning (2007), Bostadspolitiken – Svensk politik för boende, byggande 
och planering under 130 år, p. 108; Sveriges Regering (2010), Finansdepartementet, ”Lag 
(2010:879) om allmännyttiga kommunala bostadsaktiebolag”; Sveriges Regering (2009), Fi-
nansdepartementet, Proposition 2009/10:185, ”Allmännyttiga kommunala bostadsaktiebolag 
och reformerade hyressättningsregler” 
14 The literature on neoliberal urbanism this thesis draws upon has predominantly been authored 
by American, British, and Canadian scholars. Key literary outputs that primarily or fully focus 
on Anglo-Saxon national and cultural contexts include: Neil Brenner & Nik Theodore (2002), 
Spaces of Neoliberalism; Jason R. Hackworth (2007), The Neoliberal City. Governance, ideol-
ogy, and development in American urbanism; Tore Sager (2011), “Neo-liberal urban planning 
policies: A literature survey 1990–2010,” Progress in Planning, 76 
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In essence, this thesis approaches the problem of how entrepreneurial gov-
ernance, gentrification, market-oriented planning, and other typical neoliberal 
features, become purposeful as measures and objectives in development. A 
specific characteristic of the case of Sundbyberg is that several municipal geo-
administrative areas with very different sociospatial characteristics in the 
2000s and 2010s have been targeted for urban development and renewal. 
Thus, the thesis shows how an overarching municipal pursuit of neoliberal 
urban and economic growth translates to several specific development pro-
jects with both similar and dissimilar characteristics and contradictory out-
comes.  

Moreover, the thesis’ relevance for the field of urban sociology is achieved 
by addressing the relations and interactions between different social actors in 
neoliberal urban development. Urban sociology has been described as an ec-
lectic and fragmented field, with various adopted theoretical and analytical 
approaches with a view to analyzing the constitution of urban space15 and “re-
lations between social processes and spatial forms in the modern city.”16 It has 
been argued that paradigms of urban sociology have failed to withhold their 
relevance over time.17 As an object of investigation, the ‘city’ has interchange-
ably been analyzed through different theoretical perspectives, as, e.g., ecolog-
ical community, cultural form, system of resource allocation, and unit of col-
lective consumption.18 Nevertheless, the works of especially one sociologist 
and Marxist scholar have for several decades maintained – and even in-
creased19 – their relevance for urban research; namely, the works of Henri 
Lefebvre. 

This thesis draws on Henri Lefebvre’s theory on the social production of 
space20, which establishes two important analytical perspectives with socio-
logical implications. First, addressing space as socially produced in the Marx-
ist sense of the word proposed by Lefebvre explains how social relations in 
the urban context condition and enable certain municipal development trajec-
tories. This perspective aligns with the thesis’ focus on neoliberal localization 
as a historically contingent process, and provides a dialectical approach for its 
analysis. Second, Lefebvre’s theory allows for an analysis of conflictual rela-
tionships derived from the difference between the exchange and use value of 
space. This perspective enables explanations of how different social actors 

                               
15 Alan Harding & Talja Blokland (2014), Urban Theory: A critical introduction to power, 
cities and urbanism in the 21st century, p. 2 
16 Frank Tonkiss (2005), Space, the City and Social Theory: Social Relations and Urban Forms, 
p. 1 
17 Peter Saunders (1985), ”Space, The City and Urban Sociology”, Social Relations and Spatial 
Structures 
18 Peter Saunders (1981), Social Theory and the Urban Question, pp. 250–278 
19 Michael E. Leary-Owhin et al. (2019), The Routledge handbook of Henri Lefebvre, the city 
and urban society; Łukasz Stanek et al. (2014), Urban revolution now: Henri Lefebvre in social 
research and architecture 
20 Henri Lefebvre (1991), The Production of Space 
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approach and make use of space as either an abstract and homogenous entity 
in, e.g., spatial representations and the production of knowledge, or a concrete 
or particular (‘differential’) entity. For example, the final empirical chapter of 
the thesis analyzes how local inhabitants contest a municipal development 
project and explains how this contestation derives from this socially contra-
dictory nature of space. Thus, the sociological relevance of the thesis is 
strengthened through a theoretical integration of perspectives on neoliberal-
ism and the social production of space. 

However, finally, it is important to emphasize that this thesis focuses on 
explanations of how neoliberal localization unfolds in municipal urban plan-
ning and development, and how these processes are essential components of 
the social production of space in Sundbyberg. At the time of writing, the three 
major development projects at the center of analysis are still ongoing and at 
different stages in their processes. While, e.g., statistical data will be used to 
account for effects of urban transformation on local demographics and discuss 
changing social class structures in different municipal areas, this thesis pri-
marily maintains a focus on municipal policies and practices as part of urban 
planning and development, and on one case of local inhabitants’ contestation. 
Correspondingly, theoretical perspectives and concepts have been chosen and 
applied for their heuristic capabilities in explaining the social processes at the 
core of these matters. 

1.1 Aims and research questions 
This thesis aims to explain how the municipality of Sundbyberg has estab-
lished a paradigm shift in urban planning and development by localizing ne-
oliberalism in institutional policy and practice during the 2000s and 2010s. To 
pursue this aim, the thesis adopts an analytical perspective of neoliberal local-
ization as an essential component of the social production of space. The thesis 
thereby seeks to understand how hybrid forms of neoliberalism in institutional 
development processes relate to specific social relations and spatial patterns 
of the urban scale.  

In this undertaking, the thesis investigates how the paradigm shift consti-
tutes a critical historical period of municipal urban restructuring, comprising 
several geo-administrative areas with different sociospatial characteristics. 
With a specific focus on public planning, the thesis aims to reveal how con-
flictual and contradictory relationships between different municipal sectors 
emerge in these processes. Moreover, it explains how local inhabitants’ con-
testational practices successfully can challenge neoliberal development by 
raising awareness of neoliberalism’s apolitical nature and counteract some of 
its key features and outcomes. Ultimately, the thesis continuously approaches 
the question of how municipal institutional practices deal with space in its 
abstracted form in the pursuit of establishing the necessary conditions for a 
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market-oriented transformation of built environments and their daily social 
usages. 

 
The research questions that have guided this thesis are: 
 
1. Which are the key features of neoliberalism that were localized in cen-

tral and strategic municipal practice and policy in the 2000s and 2010s 
to pursue municipal urban growth? 

2. How and why were Stora Ursvik, Hallonbergen, and Central 
Sundbyberg targeted by development projects, and what characterizes 
the neoliberal hybridity of the institutional arrangements of these? 

3. Which tactical contestational practices did local inhabitants deploy to 
influence the development of Central Sundbyberg in the period 2016–
2019? 

1.2 Thesis outline 
The remainder of this thesis contains 10 chapters. Chapter 2 provides a more 
comprehensive background to the empirical case, Sundbyberg. On the one 
hand, it achieves this by describing a number of key features in the historical 
development of the municipality, emphasizing the development of the areas 
that this thesis focuses on as well as the role of the public housing company 
in these processes. One the other hand, it achieves this by presenting descrip-
tive statistics showing how the municipal demography and housing composi-
tion have recently changed in correspondence with the urban development 
processes this thesis analyzes.  

Chapter 3 provides a literature review, with two main sections. The first 
section introduces the key features of neoliberal urbanism that have been iden-
tified in literature, and provides an explanation of how neoliberalism can be 
understood as localized, hybrid, and variegated. The second section addresses 
research findings on neoliberal urbanism in Sweden, and clarifies the 
knowledge contribution the thesis strives to make.  

Chapter 4 presents the theoretical framework. The first section defines an-
alytical focal points that support the identification and analysis of neoliberal 
localization and hybridity. The second section explains how a perspective of 
the social production of space complements the analysis by addressing the 
inherently social nature of space. Moreover, it introduces the concepts abstract 
space and differential space, which in the empirical analysis are used to ana-
lyze contradictions and contestations around neoliberal urbanism.  

Chapter 5 presents the qualitative case study design that supports the em-
pirical analysis and findings, and discusses important aspects of the fieldwork 
processes, research ethics, and data analysis.  
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Chapter 6 is the first empirical chapter and focuses on the first research 
question (“Which are the key features of neoliberalism that were localized in 
central and strategic municipal practice and policy in the 2000s and 2010s to 
pursue municipal urban growth?”). In its first section, it describes spatial, so-
cial, economic, and institutional factors stemming from the second half of the 
20th century, which at the turn of the century provided specific conditions for 
municipal urban development. Subsequently, the chapter addresses the policy 
responses and development practices grounded in these, and argues that a new 
neoliberal paradigm was initiated. It explains how new social democratic lead-
ers consolidated political power with a view to establishing new planning and 
development capacities in the municipality, pursuing the objective to attract 
market actors’ investments in land and the built environment. Subsequently, 
it explains how the public housing company largely was deprived of its man-
date for municipal development, yet ascribed new intermediate functions in 
municipal strategies and schemes for urban growth. Finally, it shows how new 
neoliberal discourses and representations of space were established in long-
term and strategic comprehensive plans adopted by the municipal council in 
the 2010s.  

The subsequent three chapters focus on the second research question 
(“How and why were Stora Ursvik, Hallonbergen, and Central Sundbyberg 
targeted by development projects, and what characterizes the neoliberal hy-
bridity of the arrangements of these?”).  

Chapter 7 focuses on the development of the municipal area Stora Ursvik, 
which prior to the development starting in early 2000s essentially had no ur-
ban infrastructures or population. First, it argues that the ultimate purpose of 
the area’s development was to reconstruct municipal housing markets and at-
tract a new middle-class, with a view to enhancing municipal taxing power. 
Second, it explains how the municipality sought to achieve this through a mar-
ket-led co-governance arrangement building on a few agreements that stipu-
lated joint obligations for both public and private actors, with a view to com-
prehensively urbanize a new municipal area.  

Chapter 8 focuses on the urban renewal of the municipal area Hallonber-
gen. The first section describes the area’s main spatial characteristics follow-
ing its original development in the early 1970s as part of the Swedish Million 
Homes Programme. The second section argues that development stakeholders 
have approached Hallonbergen as a problem with respect to the area’s spatial 
layout and everyday social usages. Analyzing development discourses, the 
section illustrates how ideas of architectural ‘new urbanism’ – promoting 
dense, mixed-use quarters – and social mixing comprise key ‘solutions’ for 
Hallonbergen’s renewal, and ultimately argues that these are key components 
of an enforced gentrification of the area. The third and final section argues that 
Hallonbergen’s development has been arranged in a specific mix of develop-
ment decentralization, market investments, and regulatory demands for social 
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sustainability put on all developers, and explains how this ‘institutional fix’ 
derives from a number of spatial and social factors in the area. 

Chapter 9 focuses on the municipal management of a development project 
in Central Sundbyberg, the original municipal town originating from late 19th 

century. The project was initiated in the early 2010s with the objective to site 
surface-level railway tracks in tunnels and redevelop a comprehensive area in 
connection to the tunnels. The first section presents the argument that this pro-
ject builds on previous municipal development investments to strengthen the 
post-industrial character of Central Sundbyberg. The second section explains 
how the process of establishing the project was characterized by diverging and 
conflictual interests between the municipality and the Swedish Transport Ad-
ministration, a nation-state authority, concerning the extension of railway 
tracks in Sundbyberg, which eventually were solved through a deal including 
an economic compensation to the former party. The third and fourth sections 
explain how the municipality managed the project after the deal, arguing that 
a number of neoliberal features implemented by municipal political leaders 
and executives undermined the contributions of the sector of public planning 
to the project. These sections thereby illustrate how the project’s institutional 
fix ultimately is a compromise between a number of political and economic 
assessments and objectives, which generated prominent contradictions in the 
project’s processes and outcomes. 

Chapter 10 is the final empirical chapter and focuses on local inhabitants’ 
practices of contestation of the development project targeting Central 
Sundbyberg. More specifically, the chapter focuses on how local inhabitants 
in an activist network contested proposals for the redevelopment of the town 
square. It explains how they initiated public actions, such as public hearings 
of political motives in development, and used other methods to question and 
challenge processual aspects of the project’s management, on the one hand, 
and economic objectives of cost neutrality and urban growth, on the other. The 
main argument is that these practices of contestation ultimately aimed at po-
liticizing a depoliticized neoliberal project that was conceived to neglect pre-
vious participatory dialogue outcomes and values pertaining to the particular-
ity of Central Sundbyberg as an everyday lived social space.  

Chapter 11, finally, presents this thesis’ main conclusions. It summarizes 
the key empirical findings and presents insights concerning the creative de-
struction of neoliberal localization in Sundbyberg during the 2000s and 2010s. 
The chapter moreover highlights this thesis’ empirical contributions to re-
search and literature on neoliberal urbanism, and provides a reflection on this 
thesis’ use of Henri Lefebvre’s theory of the social production of space. Fi-
nally, the chapter presents ideas for researching neoliberalism in the urban 
context. 
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2. Background 

This chapter provides important background information for the empirical 
case under study. The chapter introduces key spatial characteristics and insti-
tutional features of Sundbyberg’s historical development, which pertain to the 
‘inherited landscapes’ that have been subjected to neoliberalism in the con-
temporary municipal planning and development this thesis focuses on. Using 
statistical data, the chapter moreover presents several aspects and tendencies 
relating to municipal demography and housing in the 2000s and 2010s, with a 
view to highlighting a municipal urban transformation that municipal planning 
and development have coincided with and supported. Ultimately, this back-
ground chapter further introduces Sundbyberg and the municipal geo-admin-
istrative areas that are at the center of this thesis’ empirical analysis.  

2.1 A railway station on the outskirts of Stockholm: The 
early growth of Sundbyberg 
The original urban development of Sundbyberg in the 1870s was conditioned 
in particular by three transformative factors in Sweden’s industrialization and 
urbanization. First, the severe shortage of housing following immigration 
streams to Stockholm: Stockholm grew from circa 100,000 people in 1856 to 
circa 300,000 people in 1900.21 Second, the institutional adoption of the 1874 
building code, which required that towns establish development plans to man-
age and monitor land use activities and the rapid development of built envi-
ronments. This had a regulatory effect on the development of the built ridges 
of Stockholm, but not on the parishes in direct proximity to the growing city.22 
Third, the establishment of a railway mainline between Stockholm, Västerås, 
and the mineral-rich area Bergslagen in mid-western Sweden. The intersection 
of these three factors provided the opportunity for a landowner in Sundbyberg, 
circa 5 kilometers northwest of Stockholm’s populated and industrialized 
ridges, to transform his land, which at that point accommodated a courtyard 

                               
21 Ingrid Hammarström (1970), Stockholm i svensk ekonomi 1850 – 1914, pp. 5–7 
22 Kongl. Maj:ts Nådiga Byggnadsstadga för rikets städer (1874); Thomas Hall (1999), Huvud-
stad i omvandling: Stockholms planering och utbyggnad under 700 år, pp. 102–104; Ingemar 
Johansson (1987), StorStockholms bebyggelsehistoria: Markpolitik, planering och byggande 
under sju sekler, pp. 222–223 
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business and agricultural activities. In 1877, Anders Petter Löfström sold the 
land needed to localize a part of the railway in Sundbyberg, had a railway 
station house built, and assigned a surveyor to draw a plan to parcel 1.52 
square kilometers into 140 plots.23 Given the accessible commuting distance 
to the industries and workplaces in Stockholm enabled by the new railway 
mainline and the station house in Sundbyberg, the intention was to sell lots in 
these plots to individuals and families for the development of housing estates 
at a cheaper price and under less regulated conditions than were obtainable in 
Stockholm.24 

 
Figure 1. Surveyor Herman Holmström’s plan to parcel land into plots in Sundbyberg, 
dated 1877. Map available at Sundbybergs stadsmuseum. Photo taken in 2019. 

The plan, illustrated in figure 1, depicted a simple grid-street network with 
generously sized streets on both sides of the railway. It paid limited attention 
to the existing topography and, except for a public square and a station house, 
declared no intentions for land use activities. It was a simple representation of 
space that was instrumental to Sundbyberg’s initial growth. Moreover, it was 
supported by a script authored by an assigned agent, which advertised 

                               
23 Ingemar Johansson (1987), StorStockholms bebyggelsehistoria: Markpolitik, planering och 
byggande under sju sekler, p. 188; Henning Österberg (1966), Sundbyberg, den nya förstaden, 
pp. 149–150 
24 In principle, the 1874 national building code did address growing settlements alongside rail-
way infrastructures and should, as was also discussed at that time in written publications, pro-
vide guiding principles if Sundbyberg’s growth was to continue. In 1877, however, the code 
had no or little effect in Bromma parish, the administrative unit of which Sundbyberg was a 
territorial part. See: Ingemar Johansson (1987), StorStockholms bebyggelsehistoria: Markpoli-
tik, planering och byggande under sju sekler, p. 189; C.J. Smith (1944 [1877]), Den första 
tryckta skriften om Sundbyberg [Sundbyberg, den nya förstaden till Stockholm: Belysningar 
och genmälen], p. 27 
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Sundbyberg as a new “housing suburb” – an urban form that the agent stated 
was becoming popular in the United States at the time – for Stockholm’s man-
ual workers25 in dire need of housing. Forty lots ranging from 440 to 880 
square meters were then sold in the period November 1877 to January 1878, 
at a price of one tenth of a krona per square foot.26 By 1886, 100 lots were 
divested.27  

However, it was not only manual workers and their families who relocated 
to Sundbyberg, nor only investors who bought land and developed housing 
estates for speculative purposes. In addition, due mainly to economic incen-
tives and the conditions created by the railway and new safety regulations 
adopted in the jurisdiction of Stockholm, industries were also established in 
Sundbyberg. Workers in industrial production were thereby able to commute 
to their factories in Stockholm – or walk to the increasing number of factories 
in Sundbyberg during the late 19th and early 20th century. The new industries 
in Sundbyberg consisted of both smaller factories and workshops housed in 
outhouses and annexes and of large factory parks that occupied whole plots, 
such as Sieverts Kabelverk, which produced electric cables for an interna-
tional market.28 As only a few factories were localized outside the Stockholm 
ridges by 1850, the development of Sundbyberg contributed to a pattern of 
industrial relocation in Stockholm and its surroundings in the second half of 
the 19th century.29  

Although Sundbyberg was spatially connected to Stockholm by a county 
gravel road, and Lake Mälaren and Bällstaån by water, the railway mainline 
and train station were in this sense conditional for a new settlement to grow 
on the agricultural lands of a courtyard, from the 1870s onwards. These infra-
structures enabled the industrialization of a, at that time, peripheral location 
on the outskirts of Stockholm.  

In the contemporary context of urban planning and development this thesis 
focuses on, there are echoes of history. As part of a major urban development 
project to renew the central parts of the original town and support its post-

                               
25 Ch. J. Smith (1944 [1877]), Den första tryckta skriften om Sundbyberg [Sundbyberg, den nya 
förstaden till Stockholm: Belysningar och genmälen] 
26 Ingemar Johansson (1987), StorStockholms bebyggelsehistoria: Markpolitik, planering och 
byggande under sju sekler, p. 188 
27 Henning Österberg (1966), Sundbyberg, den nya förstaden, p. 168 
28 Ingemar Johansson (1987), StorStockholms bebyggelsehistoria: Markpolitik, planering och 
byggande under sju sekler, pp. 232–233; Henning Österberg (1968), Sundbyberg under kö-
pingstiden, pp. 443–451; Bo Anderson & Anders Björnsson (1997), Förvalta Framtiden, p. 
122; K. Hildebrand (1938), ”Sieverts Kabelverk over Fifty Years,” Ericsson Review, No. 1 
1938, pp. 157–163 
29 Ingrid Hammarström (1970), Stockholm i svensk ekonomi 1850–1914, p. 200, 8; Ingemar 
Johansson (1987), StorStockholms bebyggelsehistoria:  Markpolitik, planering och byggande 
under sju sekler, pp. 222–223, 227. The first industrial establishment in Sundbyberg occurred 
already in 1877. Sundbyberg’s workshop company [In Swedish: Sundbybergs Verkstadsaktie-
bolag] was essentially a foundry that manufactured cast-iron products for both utility and dec-
orative purposes. See: Henning Österberg (1966), Sundbyberg, den nya förstaden, pp. 243–245 
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industrialization, the railway will be located in tunnels underground. Thus, in 
the current period, the railway is again conditional for Sundbyberg to develop 
in tandem with the structural changes of society and capitalism. This time, 
however, it is not administered by a single landowner and his surveyor and 
agent under relatively loose regulations, but by a municipality enacting polit-
ical, legal, and institutional frameworks. 

2.2 Characteristics of a suburban industrial town 

Experiences of similar urban development enterprises were at this point not 
found in Sweden. […] Throwing a suburban industrial town [in Swedish: Ar-
betarförstaden] right out in the middle of God’s wild nature represented some-
thing fundamentally new. It did not build upon the traditional organization of 
town or countryside. It was neither town nor country, whether in an economic-
geographic or socio-cultural sense. Even if its outer form already from the start 
came to be determined by the unbridled abomination of speculation, the new 
inhabitants also filled it with content.30  

As this account of Sundbyberg’s historical development accentuates, 
Sundbyberg constituted a new spatial category in Sweden. The growing set-
tlement was a far cry from the Swedish monocentric and hierarchical commu-
nities that, from the 17th century onwards, centered around one major em-
ployer in the iron, paper, or glass industry, sustaining a small working popu-
lation. In due time, the everyday life of the Sundbyberg’s increasing number 
of inhabitants formed a town through the characteristics generated by several 
domains of social activity in designated spaces: housing, industrial work, 
trade, commerce, leisure activities (not least within local cafés), civil associa-
tions and union activity, and politico-administrative practices.31 On January 1, 
1888, after a few years of administrative efforts to formalize local regulations, 
Sundbyberg, then with 1,133 inhabitants, separated from Bromma parish and 
received the rights of a ‘market town’32 with the capacity to sustain certain 
public and administrative functions. In 1927, Sundbyberg, then with circa 
8,000 inhabitants, became ‘Sundbybergs stad,’ thus also receiving the full le-
gal privileges of a town and municipality. The harsh and unsanitary conditions 
of the early settlement structure – deteriorated housing, lack of functional pub-
lic infrastructures, muddy streets, and public drunkenness, to give a few ex-
amples – were then slowly but surely dealt with through political and admin-
istrative interventions financed by tax revenues and, in the early 20th century, 

                               
30 Ingemar Johansson (1987), StorStockholms bebyggelsehistoria: Markpolitik, planering och 
byggande under sju sekler, pp. 186–187, 237  
31 Ingemar Johansson (1987), StorStockholms bebyggelsehistoria: Markpolitik, planering och 
byggande under sju sekler, p. 222 
32 In Swedish: Köping. 
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the municipal sales of liquor.33 As a quote from a memorial publication, writ-
ten in 1926 in preparation for the establishment of the municipality, reads: 

The consolidated population who came from different places, which has settled 
in Sundbyberg, showed an interest also for public matters, displayed a good 
working morale, and it was surely not the least talented nor the least enterpris-
ing people, that found their way here.34 

Moreover, the spatial organization of a grid-street network represented by the 
1877 plotting plan was institutionally maintained in the 1899 and 1941 town 
plans. Housing estates (initially wooden villas and barracks) and material 
structures that were gradually developed (and replaced, only one wooden villa 
remains in 2022) adapted to the grid-block structure. This contributed to the 
spatial integration and proximity of factory sites, closed blocks, lamella hous-
ing estates with open yards, and the streets, ground-floor levels, and sites (such 
as parks and a town square) that sustained public activities. In addition, 
Sundbyberg developed into an important site for trade and commercial activ-
ities for the surrounding countryside.35 Unlike many Swedish towns and cities 
in the mid-20th century, Central Sundbyberg36 – as the original town was 
named – was not severely affected by the demolition of inner city-like districts 
and the construction of large-scale, modernistic buildings in urban centers. 
This was because the town already had been modernized, especially in the 
1940s.37 
  

                               
33 Åke Ericsson (1992), Mitt i Sundbyberg. Minnen och bilder från 82 år i Sundbyberg, p. 10; 
Henning Österberg (1968), Sundbyberg under köpingstiden, pp. 61–108; Bo Anderson & An-
ders Björnsson (1997), Förvalta Framtiden, p. 196. The liquor sales was handled by a pub-
lic/municipal company, Sundbybergs Sprithandelsbolag, on Esplanaden 4 in Sundbyberg.  
34 Quote presented in a memorial script for Sundbyberg at the point of receiving formal privi-
leges as a town in 1927: G.W Källman (1926), “Sundbyberg under köpingstiden: En min-
nesteckning 1877–1927,” Minnesskrift vid Sundbybergs Köpings Stadsblivande Den 1 Januari 
1927, edited by. A. Löfgren 
35 Åke Ericsson (1992), Mitt i Sundbyberg. Minnen och bilder från 82 år i Sundbyberg, p. 10 
36 In Swedish: Centrala Sundbyberg 
37 Eva Söderlind (1995), Sundbyberg: Om hus och miljöer från bronsålder till nutid, p. 20 
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Figure 2. Sundbyberg’s town plan, 1942. The plan depicted a greater demolition and 
reconstruction than would be realized. 

Thus, apart from the development of a few big modernistic estates, the built 
environment largely remained intact during the wave of demolition that oc-
curred in Sweden in the 1960s–70s. Central Sundbyberg currently has a mix-
ture of housing and building types within the grid-street blocks. While this 
grid-street pattern adds urban and spatial density and integration, buildings in 
Central Sundbyberg are of modest scales and volumes (often with only 3-4 
stories) compared to buildings in inner city Stockholm.  

In the historical literature, Central Sundbyberg has therefore been recog-
nized as having the characteristic of a ‘mosaic’38, hardly at all characterized 
by social hierarchies39 and monuments to power and social order in its urban 
fabric.40 One key characteristic of Central Sundbyberg as an urban environ-
ment located outside the inner city of a greater urban region is that domains 
of social life – residency, consumption, work and production, and public and 
civil activities – are spatially integrated and mixed within an urban form per-
taining to a small, modest inner city area. Such an urban form distinguishes 
itself from housing and zone planned suburban areas characterized by spatial 
and functional separation of social domains and transport infrastructures, 

                               
38 Bo Anderson & Anders Björnsson (1997), Förvalta Framtiden, p. 12 
39 Henning Österberg (1966), Sundbyberg, den nya förstaden, pp. 176–180; Bo Anderson & 
Anders Björnsson (1997), Förvalta Framtiden, p. 13; Eva Söderlind (1995), Sundbyberg: Om 
hus och miljöer från bronsålder till nutid, p. 12 
40 Eva Söderlind (1995), Sundbyberg: Om hus och miljöer från bronsålder till nutid, p. 42 
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which were developed from the mid-20th century onwards in Greater Stock-
holm as well as in other Swedish towns and cities.41 These characteristics have 
therefore contributed to Central Sundbyberg remaining spatially and socially 
distinguished from other suburban areas outside Stockholm inner city. Similar 
‘urban development enterprises,’ as the initial quote of section 2.2 character-
izes it, also generated new urbanized settlements of workers’ housing estates 
and factory parks in Stockholm, south of the Stockholm’s inner city ridges. 
However, their development did not amount into urban environments that 
were as socially and spatially cohesive and integrated as Sundbyberg in the 
first half of the 20th century. Moreover, prominent examples of other industrial 
sites such as Årstadal and Liljeholmen south of Stockholm did not form juris-
dictions of their own as Sundbyberg did.  

Thus, Central Sundbyberg (14,079 inhabitants, in 201842) is an urban envi-
ronment with particularities that – as this thesis will show – are exploitable in 
municipal development practices and policies, conditioned by the spatial pat-
terns and social relations of the urban region of Greater Stockholm (2,344,100 
inhabitants, in 201943). The social and spatial particularities of Central 
Sundbyberg, which started as a suburban industrial space to Stockholm but 
developed into its own cohesive industrial town of politico-institutional inde-
pendency, are at the center of contemporary urban development and the con-
testation around it that has emerged in local civil society. Subsequent empiri-
cal chapters explain how the contemporary production of space in Sundbyberg 
is interrelated to historical modes of production of space in the municipality. 
A key focus is correspondingly on how inherited spatial landscapes are as-
sessed by development stakeholders, and the institutional arrangements and 
development proposals that are implemented to pursue certain objectives re-
lating to urban renewal and transformation. In this respect, the scope of this 
thesis extends beyond Central Sundbyberg, to areas with radically different 
social and spatial characteristics. 

2.3 Sundbyberg’s post-war residential areas 
Up until the middle of the 20th century, the development of Sundbyberg’s orig-
inal town, Central Sundbyberg, was largely equivalent to the development of 
the municipality. During the post-war decades44, however, this changed. In 
                               
41 Kell Åström (1967), City Planning in Sweden; Thomas Hall & Sonja Vidén (2005), “The 
Million Homes Programme: a review of the great Swedish planning project,” Planning Per-
spectives, 20 
42 Region Stockholm (2018), Planområdesprognoser, ”Sundbybergs kommun: Befolkningspro-
gnos 2019–2028” 
43 This is the population for Stockholm County. See: Region Stockholm (2018), Stockholms 
Läns Prognos – Huvudrapport, ”Befolkningsprognos 2018–2027/60,” Demografirapport 
2018:3  
44 In this thesis, the post-war decades refer to the period 1940s–1980s. 
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1955, the population of Sundbyberg reached 26,082 inhabitants by way of in-
corporation. Lilla Alby and Duvbo directly to the south and west of Central 
Sundbyberg, respectively, were incorporated from Spånga and Solna munici-
palities. Lilla Alby was sanitized and modernized in the 1950s–1960s, for ex-
ample by replacing wooden houses and annexes with new lamella apartment 
buildings and public facilities. Duvbo was Sweden’s first homeowners’ move-
ment area, and its 300 wooden villas have remained largely intact as part of 
cultural heritage regulation. 45 

Besides these examples, during the post-war decades municipal planning 
and development practices were focused on new municipal areas north of Cen-
tral Sundbyberg. Each decade from the 1950s to the 1980s, a new comprehen-
sive area was developed on land that had been incorporated to Sundbyberg in 
1888 and, on a larger scale, in 1949. Storskogen, Ör, Hallonbergen, and Rissne 
each reflect the ideologies and technologies in planning and housing produc-
tion of their respective decade of development. They are aligned, however, in 
that they are material outcomes of a contemporary inclination toward defining 
“three distinct components, interconnected by the traffic system but usually 
separated by green space: residential areas, industrial areas and centers.”46 As 
urban typologies and products of institutionalized planning, which sought to 
escape the “excessive density of the ‘stone city’”47, they are all spatially and 
socially distinct from Central Sundbyberg. Thus, in the same sense that Cen-
tral Sundbyberg differentiates itself from other suburban areas in Greater 
Stockholm developed during the 20th century, Sundbyberg’s territory devel-
oped its own spatial universe of a town and housing enclaves in the second 
half of the 20th century.  

The urbanization of an extended municipal territory to the north was ‘man-
aged’ by Förvaltaren48 the municipal public housing company. As was pre-
sented in the introduction chapter, this thesis sets out to analyze how the role 
and function of Förvaltaren were transformed in accordance with the paradigm 
shift of municipal planning and development. In the thesis’ empirical analysis, 
I explain how Förvaltaren is used in new development arrangements: how and 
why the company became an economically functional yet subordinate actor 
within these arrangements. In its historical role, however, Förvaltaren ar-
ranged the planning and development of all post-war areas north of Central 
Sundbyberg. Established in 1947, Förvaltaren became the principal and even 
dominant actor in these matters, supported by institutional and financial infra-
structures provided by the nation-state for residential housing development. 
Until recently, the company owned and governed essentially all rental housing 

                               
45 Eva Söderlind (1995), Sundbyberg: Om hus och miljöer från bronsålder till nutid, pp. 18–
20, 71–83; Bo Anderson & Anders Björnsson (1997), Förvalta Framtiden p. 146 
46 Kell Åström (1967), City Planning in Sweden, p. 58 
47 Ibid p. 46 
48 The verb form of the definite article noun Förvaltaren is ‘att förvalta,’ meaning to manage or 
to govern.  
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estates, commercial locales, and public spaces in Sundbyberg’s post-war ar-
eas. Thus, even in a Swedish post-war context of social democracy, welfare 
implementations, and housing programs, Förvaltaren is a remarkable example 
of a hegemonic public housing company, which had more than half of the 
municipal population as tenants during the 1980s–1990s.49 

The thesis includes a specific focus on Hallonbergen to explain how a hous-
ing area originally built and owned by Förvaltaren has been targeted for de-
velopment in the 2000s and 2010s, with the intention of transforming its spa-
tial characteristics, everyday social usages, and demographics. Förvaltaren’s 
development of Hallonbergen in the early 1970s was part of the national ‘Mil-
lion Homes Programme’ in Sweden, adopted at the 1964 Social Democratic 
Labor Party congress and aimed at producing 1,000,000 dwellings over the 
course of a decade to tackle the severe housing shortage in Sweden.50 More 
than any other municipal area, Hallonbergen has spatial and architectural char-
acteristics of zoning, functional separation, and large-scale lamella housing 
estates. In 1973, former Prime Minister Olof Palme celebrated Hallonbergen’s 
conditions for a residential living environment at the area’s inauguration 
event.51 Similar to other Million Homes Programme areas in Sweden, public 
perspectives on Hallonbergen have radically changed since then, and Förval-
taren’s ownership of land and residential estates has been an integrated part of 
pursuing urban renewal in the area. 

Consequently, Sundbyberg’s historical urban planning and development 
are grounded in the predominance of social democracy on both the national 
scale level of welfare programs and financial infrastructures, and the level of 
municipal politics and practice. As noted earlier, Sundbyberg presents a case 
of continuous social democratic leadership (in an outright political majority 
or in majority coalitions) in the municipal council from 1927 until the 2000s. 
Principally, this can be explained by the population of industrial workers that 
historically inhabited Sundbyberg, which contributed to a social democratic 
hegemony in municipal politics as well as a strong local culture of unionism 
and labor movements.52 Because the municipal post-war residential areas were 
developed with public rental housing that was attractive for broader working- 
and lower middle-class population segments, local social democracy remained 
strong also during the second half of the 20th century.53 Recent municipal po-

                               
49 Bo Anderson & Anders Björnsson (1997), Förvalta Framtiden, p. 83 
50 Thomas Hall & Sonja Vidén (2005), “The Million Homes Programme: a review of the great 
Swedish planning project,” Planning Perspectives, 20 
51 Bo Anderson & Anders Björnsson (1997), Förvalta Framtiden, p. 231; Eva Söderlind (1995), 
Sundbyberg: Om hus och miljöer från bronsålder till nutid, p. 120 
52 Henning Österberg (1966), Sundbyberg, den nya förstaden, pp. 176–180; Bo Anderson & 
Anders Björnsson (1997), Förvalta Framtiden, p. 13 
53 The political and urban history of Sundbyberg has been described in several works, including: 
Henning Österberg (1966), Sundbyberg, den nya förstaden; Henning Österberg (1968), Sund-
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litical majority coalitions have most often been led by Social Democrats (pe-
riods 2002–2006, 2007–2010, 2010–2014, and 2018–current), but have also 
been led by conservative Moderates (periods 2006–2007, 2015–2018).54 
While, as will be shown, certain takes on housing policies have polarized the 
political left and right in the municipality, recent coalitions have nevertheless 
been aligned in their investment of municipal funds to support urban develop-
ment and renewal in several municipal areas. 

Thus, to address the aim of this thesis and explain how municipal urban 
planning and development is characterized by neoliberal hybridity, it is of 
great importance to analyze both the inherited spatial and institutional land-
scapes that effectively become the targets of neoliberalism. Central 
Sundbyberg’s history as a suburban industrial town developed around a train 
station on the outskirts Stockholm, characterized as a ‘mosaic’ of spatially 
integrated domains of social activity and everyday life, constitutes one inher-
ited spatial landscape. Förvaltaren’s hegemonic role in municipal institutional 
and administrative praxis during the post-war decades, and the extensively 
planned and spatially disintegrated area of Hallonbergen, constitute other in-
herited institutional and spatial landscapes, respectively. Moreover, this thesis 
explains how the development of previously less built and urbanized land far-
ther north in the municipal territory resulted in a new municipal area; a new 
‘annual ring’ marked by its historical period of development. The develop-
ment of Stora Ursvik, the name of the municipal area, has been an additional 
yet highly integrated and central part of Sundbybergs stad’s pursuit of urban 
growth in the 2000s and 2010s.  

Hence, although this thesis is based on one case study of municipal urban 
planning and development, it, as the method chapter will further explain, relies 
on three subcases of defined development projects targeting different munici-
pal geo-administrative areas. How specific institutional fixes of hybrid neolib-
eralism coincide with municipal development objectives for differentiated in-
herited spatial landscapes is therefore a consistent theme in the empirical anal-
ysis. Ultimately, this allows the thesis to map out several unique features of 

                               
byberg under köpingstiden; Arne Blom (1951), “Sundbyberg Genom Tiderna,” Svenska Stads-
monografier. Södertälje, Nynäshamn, Nacka, Lidingö, Vaxholm, Norrtälje, Östhammar, Öre-
grund, Djursholm, Sundbyberg, Solna, Enköping med omgivningar, edited by Paul Harnesk, p. 
381; Bo Anderson & Anders Björnsson (1997), Förvalta Framtiden; Ingemar Johansson 
(1987), StorStockholms bebyggelsehistoria: Markpolitik, planering och byggande under sju 
sekler; Eva Söderlind (1995), Sundbyberg: Om hus och miljöer från bronsålder till nutid 
54 For the first time in municipal political history, the Social Democrats lost control of the mu-
nicipal council in 2006, but regained control shortly thereafter when two Moderate Party polit-
ical representatives changed to the Social Democratic party, which switched the political bal-
ance in the municipal council. In 2014, a political coalition with the Social Democrats as the 
biggest party took control following the political election, but lost control in 2015 when the 
Center Party entered a coalition with the Moderate Party and the Green Party. See: SVT Nyheter 
Stockholm (2007, August 9), “Moderater i Sundbyberg hoppar av.” Electronic access.; Teresa 
Ahola (2015, October 27), ”Politiska styret i Sundbyberg spricker,” Svenska Dagbladet. Elec-
tronic access. 
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contemporary neoliberalism in Swedish urban contexts, and explain how these 
are essential components in the contemporary social production of space. 

2.4 A changing municipal demography and housing 
composition 
Using statistical data, this final background section describes several aspects 
and tendencies relating to municipal demography and housing in the 2000s 
and 2010s. The aim is thereby to describe the recent state of municipal urban 
transformation that the processes of municipal planning and development un-
der study have supported, as well as to provide information that helps in read-
ing the thesis’ empirical analysis. 

In geographical area, Sundbyberg is the smallest municipality in Sweden. 
Additionally, it is the most densely populated, with 53,564 inhabitants (in 
2021) residing in 8.68 square kilometers of municipal territory.55 The linear 
distance between the central train station in Stockholm (Stockholm T-cen-
tralen) and Sundbyberg’s train station (Sundbybergs station) is circa six kilo-
meters, with one train stop in between (Odenplan, located in Vasastan in inner 
city Stockholm). Besides the train station – mainly used for regional commuter 
trains and inter-city rails – there are four subway stations and two tram stations 
in the municipality.56 On a daily basis, 4,848 inhabitants work in the munici-
pality, 23,469 out-commute, and 18,641in-commute (in 2018).57 These data 
are descriptive of the mix of housing and workplaces in Sundbyberg that gen-
erates everyday urban mobility across municipal boarders, which, as I ex-
plained previously, has also been an historical characteristic of the municipal-
ity.  

Sundbyberg’s population has increased rapidly, especially in the 2010s, 
following the initiation of several development projects. During the period 
2008–2018, the municipal population increased by 40.1%, which is the fastest 
increase in population of all Swedish municipalities in that period.58 Between 
2010 and 2015, the addition of housing units was 11.8 for every 1,000 inhab-
itants, and between 2015 and 2019, as much as 17 housing units per 1,000 
inhabitants (compared to 7.2 housing units per 1,000 inhabitants in Stockholm 
County as a whole).59 Moreover, the population increase has coincided with 

                               
55 This gives a population density of 6,171 inhabitants per square kilometer. Source: Statistics 
Sweden (2021), “Befolkningstäthet i Sverige, 2021” 
56 Subway stations are located in Central Sundbyberg, Duvbo, Rissne, and Hallonbergen.  
57 Statistics Sweden (2018), ”Antal pendlare per län och kommun, 2018” 
58 Jörgen Wiberg (2019, July 16), ”23 kommunerna som ökat mest,” Fastighetsvärden. Electro-
nic access. 
59 Länsstyrelsen Stockholm (2016), “Läget i länet – bostadsmarknaden i Stockholms län,” Rap-
port 2016:18; Länsstyrelsen Stockholm (2020), Läget i länet – Bostadsmarknaden i Stockholms 
län,” Rapport 2020:10 
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changes in the municipal housing composition. The number of individuals re-
siding in tenant-owned housing apartments – a common Swedish tenure form 
in which tenant-owner associations own housing estates and each member of 
an association has an apartment, the user right to which can be sold on the 
housing market60 – increased from 4,569 in 2000 to 20,204 in 2017.61 Figure 
3 illustrates the finalization of new apartments in the municipality with respect 
to housing tenure, from 1991 onwards. It thereby illustrates how housing de-
velopment peaked in the 2010s (following political and administrative efforts 
the decade earlier) and confirms the predominance of tenant-owned apart-
ments in the overall development of housing. 

 
Figure 3. Number of finalized apartments (x axis) in newly constructed housing es-
tates in Sundbyberg by housing category (yellow: rental apartments; grey: tenant-
owned apartments) and year (y axis). Source: Statistics Sweden.62 

Recently built residential housing apartments often are bigger than apartments 
in the older housing stock, which largely consist of 1 or 2 rooms and a kitchen 
(71% of total municipal housing stock, in 201163). Consequently, the munici-
pality has turned the negative trajectory of residents moving out of the munic-
ipality in search of other housing categories when entering reproductive age 
and establishing families.64 As figure 4 reveals, a large part of Sundbyberg’s 
current adult population is in the age span 25–40 years. 

                               
60 Swedish National Board of Housing, Building and Planning (2020), “Bostadsrätt.” Electronic 
access. 
61 Register of property information (2017). Administrated by The Swedish Cadastral and Land 
Registration Authority (included in the database GeoSweden for the Institute for Housing and 
Urban Research). Numbers indicate juridical form of property accommodated by (number of) 
individuals. 
62 Statistics Sweden (2021), “Färdigställda lägenheter i nybyggda hus efter upplåtelseform och 
år,” period 1991–2020.  
63 Region Stockholm (2015), Planområdesprognoser, ”Sundbybergs kommun: Befolkningspro-
gnos 2016–2025” 
64 Sundbybergs stad (2016), Stadsledningskontoret, ”Befolkningsprognos för Sundbybergs stad 
år 2016–2030,” Ref. KS-0345/2016 
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Figure 4. Number per 1000 inhabitants (y-axis) in respective age class (x-axis). 
Sundbyberg (red) and Sweden (green), in 2018. Source: Sundbybergs stad.65 

Newly built housing areas on previously non-urbanized land, such as Stora 
Ursvik, are a major contributing factor to a changing municipal demography 
and housing composition. However, also previously urbanized and populated 
areas have witnessed a demographic change, which has correlated with a sig-
nificant increase in disposable income among Sundbyberg’s inhabitants. For 
example, Central Sundbyberg, the area with the largest population in the mu-
nicipality, has seen an increase in disposable income greater than the munici-
pal median. Because the net increase in Central Sundbyberg’s population is 
limited to 8.3% between 2005 and 201866, the disposable income increase is 
foremost explained by a changed economic composition among a relatively 
consistent number of residents. These numbers thus indicate a change in the 
population during this period, rather than the addition of wealthy income earn-
ers to an otherwise consistent population.67  

Moreover, in 2000, buildings in Central Sundbyberg comprised 26% ten-
ant-owned apartment estates and 23% rental housing estates. By 2017, tenant-
owned apartment estates increased to 57%, while rental housing estates de-
creased to 16%.68 These numbers derive both from the development of new 

                               
65 Statisticon AB (2018), ”Sundbybergs stads befolkningsprognos 2019–2033,” Sundbybergs 
stad 
66 Region Stockholm (2018), Planområdesprognoser, ”Sundbybergs kommun: Befolkningspro-
gnos 2019–2029”; Region Stockholm (2015), Planområdesprognoser, ”Sundbybergs kommun: 
Befolkningsprognos 2016–2025” 
67 WSP (2012), Rapport, ”Befolkningsprognos för Sundbybergs stad år 2012–2026”, Sundby-
bergs stad, p. 4; Statisticon AB (2018), ”Sundbybergs stads befolkningsprognos 2019–2033,” 
Sundbybergs stad, p. 16 
68 Register of property information (2017). Administrated by The Swedish Cadastral and Land 
Registration Authority (included in the database GeoSweden for the Institute for Housing and 
Urban Research) 
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tenant-owned housing and single-family housing, and from tenure conver-
sions of rental apartments. Hallonbergen, the municipal area with the socioec-
onomically most vulnerable population, of which 78.9% have an immigrant 
background (in 201869), has lagged behind with respect to its income trajec-
tory, which is well below the national median. However, as figure 5 shows, 
the curve shows a more positive trajectory from 2011 onwards, in tandem with 
an increased proportion of tenant-owned apartment estates in the area (0% in 
2000; 30% in 2017).  

 
Figure 5. Trajectory of disposable income during the period 2000–2017. Y-axis dis-
posable median income measured in 100 SEK; x-axis year of observation. Data not 
adjusted for inflation. Source: GeoSweden database.70  

Overall, the increase in population and disposable income has contributed to 
a significant growth in municipal taxing power.71 On several occasions during 
the 2010s, Sundbybergs stad was top ranked and awarded by external consul-
tancy organizations measuring parameters of Swedish municipalities’ eco-
nomic, population, and housing development.72 Indicative of their importance 
for municipal stakeholders, the municipal chief executive took the opportunity 

                               
69 Sundbybergs stad (2013), Översiktsplan 2013, Ref. KS-0464/2011; Region Stockholm 
(2018), Planområdesprognoser, ”Sundbybergs kommun: Befolkningsprognos 2019–2029” 
70 The income and tax register (2018). Administered by Statistics Sweden (included in the da-
tabase GeoSweden for the Institute for Housing and Urban Research)  
71 Sundbybergs stad (2015), Stadsledningskontoret, “Årsredovisning för Sundbybergs stad 
2015,” Ref. KS-0676/2015, p. 8 
72 E.g., see: Sundbybergs Stadshus AB (2017, May 11), “Sundbyberg är årets superkommun – 
igen!.” Electronic access.; Fredrik Bergström & Mattias Frithiof (2020, September 24), WSP, 
”Regionernas kamp 2020.” Electronic access. Statistics are gathered from Statistic Sweden and 
other sources and are based on the division of municipalities made by the membership organi-
zation of all Sweden’s municipalities and regions: Sveriges Kommuner och Regioner (SKR)  



 

 40 

to cite the motivation for such an award in the 2017 municipal annual financial 
report:  

Most things are moving upwards in Sundbyberg. The population, the buildings, 
and the economic growth. The smallest municipality in Sweden, in geograph-
ical area, is growing fastest of them all.73  

Aspects of municipal demography, socioeconomic compositions, and housing 
have thereby been highly interrelated in the urban transformation of 
Sundbyberg in the 2000s and 2010s. Young adults and newly formed families 
have increasingly been attracted to Sundbyberg and its housing stock, which 
has had an increased share of tenant-owned apartments; newly built or con-
verted from rental housing. As this last quote entails, municipal representa-
tives have taken pride in this transformation, celebrating an improved munic-
ipal economy generated by the influx of new wealthy inhabitants and a trans-
formed social class structure in the municipality. 

 In the empirical analysis of this thesis, aspects taken up here will be inte-
grated into explanations of how the municipality arranged development pro-
jects in Central Sundbyberg, Hallonbergen, and Stora Ursvik, and of how För-
valtaren has supported Sundbyberg’s urban transformation as part of new mu-
nicipal directives for its public housing company. As housing tenure, specifi-
cally, has been a key concern for the municipality in the 2000s and 2010s, the 
empirical analysis explains how the development of different municipal areas 
differently has integrated housing as a means to finance municipal invest-
ments, on the one hand, and to transform local social and demographic com-
positions, on the other. 
  

                               
73 Sundbybergs stad (2017), Årsredovisning 2017, p. 6 
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3. Literature review 

In the research on neoliberalism, Anglo-Saxon contexts have often been re-
searched and theorized and, thereby, informed theoretical perspectives on the 
features of neoliberal processes.74 “To sum up and put it bluntly, there are 
many traces of academic Anglo ethnocentrism in the neoliberalization thesis,” 
state Gilles Pinson and Christelle Morel Journel in a review text on neoliberal 
theory and research.75 The general particularity of the Swedish context vis-à-
vis national and cultural contexts that display stronger historical features of 
laissez-faire liberalism and a lesser degree of institutionalized social welfare 
systems, thus, suggests that additional knowledge may be produced on neolib-
eralism. Indeed, neoliberalism has been identified as insufficiently explored 
in empirical research with respect to its variegating localized forms, expres-
sions, and contradictions.76 

This thesis aims to better our understanding of how neoliberalism localizes 
and variegates in municipal processes of urban restructuring, and this chapter 
aims to situate the thesis within a field of research that focuses on neoliberal-
ism in the urban context. It presents and discusses literature and previous re-
search that have been important to the research design of this thesis with re-
spect to the empirical fields they investigate, and the theoretical perspectives 
they adopt. The current chapter has two focus areas. It focuses, first, on ‘ne-
oliberal urbanism,’ meaning processes of neoliberal implementations and out-
comes that have been observed in urban contexts. Specifically, it discusses the 
impact of neoliberalism on processes of public and institutional urban plan-
ning and development, concluding with how neoliberalism constitutes a local-
ized phenomenon. Second, to describe the empirical and theoretical contribu-
tions of this thesis, this chapter has a specific focus on previous research on 
neoliberalism in Swedish urban cases and contexts. This is motivated by the 
growing body of research on neoliberalism in matters of housing, planning, 

                               
74 The literature on neoliberal urbanism this thesis draws upon is predominantly authored by 
American, British, and Canadian scholars. Key literary outputs that primarily or fully focus on 
Anglo-Saxon national and cultural contexts include: Neil Brenner & Nik Theodore (2002), 
Spaces of Neoliberalism; Jason R. Hackworth (2007), The Neoliberal City. Governance, ideol-
ogy, and development in American urbanism; Tore Sager (2011), “Neo-liberal urban planning 
policies: A literature survey 1990–2010,” Progress in Planning, 76 
75 Gilles Pinson & Christelle Moral Journel (2016), “The Neoliberal City – Theory, Evidences, 
Debates,” Theory, Politics, Governance, 2016, Vol. 4, No. 2, p. 144 
76 Neil Brenner & Nik Theodore (2005), “Neoliberalism and the urban condition”, City, Vol. 9, 
No. 1, p. 107 



 

 42 

and development in Sweden, in relation to which the contributions made by 
this thesis will be emphasized.  

3.1 Key features of neoliberal urbanism 
Neoliberalism – occasionally also referred to as ‘neoliberalization’ to empha-
size the phenomenon’s processual nature – has increasingly become a subject 
of interest in the public debate, the humanities, and the social sciences, includ-
ing the field of critical urban studies.77 For example, historians of ideas have 
explored neoliberalism as fluid ‘thought collectives’ prone to mutation and 
internal competition.78 Sociological and anthropological research drawing on 
Pierre Bourdieu’s work has focused on neoliberalism as a political-bureau-
cratic project that generates new relationships between state, markets, and 
civil society (not least citizenship).79 Scholars drawing on Michel Foucault’s 
work have in contrast emphasized neoliberalism as a new regime of govern-
mentality, corresponding to new rationalities and arts that operate through 
moral standards related to competition and economic calculation.80 Moreover, 
a neo-Marxian approach to neoliberalism has been developed by David Har-
vey, who sees it as a project to re-establish conditions for capital accumulation 
and reproduce social class structures.81 

Because neoliberalism has been a widely researched and debated theoreti-
cal perspective and topic across various fields in the social sciences, humani-
ties, and beyond (although especially by Anglo-Saxon scholars, as noted), 
here I will introduce the basic understanding of neoliberalism this thesis relies 
on. I see the core features of neoliberalism as concerning the ideas, policies, 
and practices that have fundamentally challenged and altered the institutional 
landscape of public management in favor of public-private partnerships and 
the rule and self-regulatory functions of competitive markets. While liberal-
ism, without the neo-prefix, also favors market mechanisms, I see neoliberal-
ism as the extension of market mechanisms to public domains of democratic, 

                               
77 Gilles Pinson & Christelle Moral Journel (2016), “The Neoliberal City – Theory, Evidences, 
Debates,” Theory, Politics, Governance, 2016, Vol. 4, No. 2 
78 Mitchell Dean (2014), “Rethinking neoliberalism,” Journal of Sociology, 2014, Vol. 50 (2) 
79 Loïc Wacquant (2012), “Three steps to a historical anthropology of actually existing neolib-
eralism,” Social Anthropology/Anthropologie Sociale, 20, 1; Pierre Bourdieu & Loïc Wacquant 
(2001) “NewLiberalSpeak: Notes on the new planetary vulgate,” Radical Philosophy 
80 Foucault described his concept of ‘governmentality’ in lectures at Collège de France, 1977–
1978. See, e.g.: Michel Foucault et al.  (2007), Security, territory, population: lectures at the 
Collège de France, 1977–1978 
81 David Harvey (2005), A brief history of neoliberalism; David Harvey (2007), “Neo-liberal-
ism as creative destruction,” The ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and Social 
Science, 610, 1 
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political, and administrative structures and practices, as can be found in, for 
example, a municipality.82  

This definition is informed by literature and previous research showing 
how public stakeholders and city region actors have extended neoliberalism 
into policies and practices, actively seeking to channel mobile capital and in-
vestments to their jurisdictions. A strategic focus on urban and economic 
growth has generated several objectives and outcomes: corporate localiza-
tions, influx of high-income earners, revitalized and gentrified areas for resi-
dential housing and consumer spending, among others. Especially municipal-
ities act within in a competitive setting for acquiring the mobile capital and 
investments that enable such processes and outcomes within their territories.83 
This is often done in entrepreneurial forms of governance: public-private part-
nerships, decentralized developments, new public management incentives, 
and various ad hoc organizational solutions such as temporary development 
companies. Such methods, it has been argued, challenge and threaten conven-
tional and democratically accountable structures of political and administra-
tive practice, as operations and processes are sustained outside conventional 
public sectors and infrastructures, in varyingly transparent constellations of 
actors and interests.84  

                               
82 This understanding of neoliberalism draws on a large number of writings, including: Neil 
Brenner & Nick Theodore (2002), “Cities and the geographies of ‘actual existing neoliberal-
ism’,” Antipode 34(3); Pierre Bourdieu & Loïc Waquant (2001) “NewLiberalSpeak: Notes on 
the new planetary vulgate,” Radical Philosophy, p. 4; Neil Brenner (2004), New State Spaces: 
Urban Governance and the Rescaling of Statehood, p. 217; David Harvey (1989), “From Man-
agerialism to Entrepreneurialism: The Transformation in Urban Governance in late Capital-
ism,” Geografiska Annaler. Series B, Human Geography, Vol. 71, No. 1; Bob Jessop (2002) 
‘Liberalism, Neoliberalism and Urban Governance: A State-Theoretical Perspective,’ Antipode, 
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3.1.1 Toward an understanding of neoliberalism as a localized 
and hybrid phenomenon 
In addition to this understanding of neoliberalism urbanism, this thesis adopts 
a perspective on neoliberalism as a process that produces hybrid and varie-
gated forms of urban planning and development, rather than, in a seemingly 
pre-scripted manner, subsidizing conventional public sectors and infrastruc-
tures. This perspective builds on a historically informed interpretation of ne-
oliberal processes as being ‘rolled-out’ in the contemporary urban context. 
Roll-out neoliberalism has been identified to follow the period of ‘roll-back’ 
neoliberalism that emerged in the 1980s Anglo-Saxon context, with President 
Reagan and Prime Minister Thatcher as prominent political figures, and Mil-
ton Friedman and Friedrich von Hayek as prominent intellectual advocates. 
Roll-back neoliberalism was characterized by austerity measures enforced by 
nation-states and aimed at local public policy and the narrower concern with 
subsidizing private reforms and actors, cutting regulatory standards, and mo-
bilizing and extending free markets.85 Roll-back neoliberalism transitioned 
from an intellectual project to a state project in the wake of macroeconomic 
turbulences and the stress put on welfare institutions as well as the Keynesian 
state model in general in the 1970s, guided by the belief that state regulation 
distorts the natural processes of markets.86 On the other hand, roll-out neolib-
eralism 

may be viewed as an evolutionary reconstitution of the neoliberal project in 
response to its own immanent contradictions and crisis tendencies. […] This 
suggests […] qualitatively new forms of neoliberal localization that actively 
address the endemic problem of establishing the requisite non-market forms of 
coordination and cooperation needed to sustain the accumulation process.87   

Thus, although scholars have often emphasized that neoliberalism principally 
disfavors state regulatory frameworks that hinder market-based reforms, this 
approach sees neoliberalism as highly compatible with public and regulatory 
structures of inherited institutional landscapes, which contextual specificities 
determine how, and to what degree, neoliberalism is implemented. Rather than 
completely withdrawing regulatory features of inherited institutional land-
scapes in accordance with an extended reliance on markets, municipalities and 
other state- and public actors actively arrange planning and development so 
that public and private interests find mutual grounds and objectives on which 
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to operate. Local and national governments of different political orientations 
have actively intervened and provided infrastructures for private capital in-
vestments, which has been suggested as an ‘aidez-faire’ approach to urban 
policy.88 In any concrete implementation of its core features, then, neoliberal-
ism merges with a situated praxis and order of things and values in a search 
for the ‘institutional fix’ that enables the deployment of urban growth strate-
gies,89 which results in hybrid and variegated forms of planning and develop-
ment arrangements of old and new institutional features.90 One literature sur-
vey article – which systematizes the literature (primarily journals of urban 
studies and planning) on neoliberalism published during the period 1990–
2010 and identifies a number of policy areas for neoliberal implementation 
such as city marketing, economic development incentives, and public-private 
partnerships – concludes as follows: 

[Neoliberalism] is an essential descriptor of the political trends and bureau-
cratic transformations forming the conditions under which planners work. Ne-
oliberalism is a keyword for understanding the urban condition, the re-thinking 
of social democracy, and the regulatory regimes of our time. Neoliberalism 
mobilizes urban space as an arena for market-oriented economic growth, and 
in so doing it transforms the politico-economic setting in which public plans 
and projects are implemented.91  

Hence, building on this strand of literature and previous research, this thesis 
analyzes the ‘localization’ of neoliberalism: a term equivalent to ‘rolling-out,’ 
but which semantically better resonates with the thesis’ empirical case con-
cerning the local scale of municipal policy and practice. In this understanding, 
neoliberalism as not only compatible with, but also sustained and supported 
by, non-market forms of coordination and cooperation when localized on the 
municipal scale of central political and administrative sectors, and area-spe-
cific development arrangements administrated as defined projects. Explana-
tions thereby focus on how municipal action produces certain development 
arrangements and institutional fixes to localize neoliberalism, as well as the 
relationships between actors, objectives, and knowledge these processes build 
upon. As the course of urbanization in many geographical contexts around the 
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globe is dependent on how neoliberal features are implemented in public ar-
rangements of planning and development92, this understanding of neoliberal-
ism ultimately draws attention to the most important aspects and processes 
supporting the recent urbanization of Sundbyberg.  

The general particularity of the Swedish case suggests that additional 
knowledge may be produced on transcending phenomena of neoliberlaism 
that vary in their localized forms, aside from the thesis’ contribution to a grow-
ing body of research on neoliberal urbanism within Sweden. As Ivan Erma-
koff insightfully argues, a peculiar, but not per se deviant, case has three ways 
of contributing. Such cases i) question standard categories and challenge es-
tablished conceptions, ii) can acquire paradigmatic value as a type of case that 
to a lesser extent has been rigidly researched, and iii) are of heuristic value 
when their contribution highlights sets of relations that have been less visible 
in other cases.93 This thesis arguably has this potential: the institutional set-
tings and relations of a Swedish municipality constitute an empirical field in 
which general features and categories are, as this thesis’ empirical analysis 
illustrates, visible in new forms and expressions. This concerns, in particular, 
how a municipality with an historical social democratic hegemony adopts new 
policies and practices to support the localization of neoliberalism.  

In chapter 4, the understanding of neoliberalism as localized is reap-
proached in the theoretical framework; a framework, furthermore, informed 
by Henri Lefebvre’s theory of the social production of space.94 As will be fully 
detailed in that chapter, the integration of a theory of space in this thesis serves 
to establish an analytical perspective on neoliberal localization as a historical 
phenomenon that is contingent on the broader system of social relations. This 
theoretical integration thereby accentuates the relationship between urban 
space and the reproduction of capitalism in ways that aid my understanding of 
how neoliberalism emerges as a response to certain issues in the municipal 
urban context, and it establishes perspectives from which to analyze how and 
why local activists contest neoliberal features of a development project in 
Central Sundbyberg. 

3.1.2 Contesting neoliberal urbanism 
A literature review on urban activism acknowledges that “much contestation 
has emerged as a direct response to neoliberalism, objecting to its imaginaries 
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and practices and its deleterious impacts.”95 In recent years, urban activist net-
works have typically displayed a combination of characteristics concerning 
their social composition and objectives, including leftist and anarchist groups; 
individuals with a precarious existence in housing, employment, or other sec-
tors; middle-class groups wishing to preserve the quality of life associated 
with their daily used spaces; and groups concerned with environmental issues. 
Indeed, as neoliberal urbanism greatly influences several areas of the urban 
sphere, individuals with more or less different concerns have become aligned 
and organized in their opposition to issues of neoliberal urban restructuring, 
including processes of gentrification, displacement and eviction, privatization, 
and densification.96 As Margit Mayer acknowledges97 with reference to David 
Harvey98, urban social movements and networks have increasingly adopted 
‘rights discourses’ with implicit or explicit reference to Lefebvre’s plea and 
demand ‘the right to the city.’99 Indeed, as Lefebvre himself remarked several 
decades ago, the city and urban sphere have become “the setting [as well as 
the] stakes of struggle.”100 This proposition should ultimately be understood in 
the light of the civil sphere as “analytically independent, empirically differen-
tiated, and morally more universalistic vis-a`-vis the state […] and the mar-
ket.”101  

The activist network analyzed in this thesis reflects several of these fea-
tures, e.g. by including participants of various social backgrounds (working- 
and middle-classes residing in both rental and tenant-owned apartments) who 
mobilized around planning issues relating to the densification and, ultimately, 
gentrification of urban space.102 In addition to explanations of municipal insti-
tutional arrangements, a case of local activism provides an opportunity to in-
vestigate how a non-institutional civil sphere actor contests neoliberal urban 
development, and how urban space becomes the ‘stakes of struggle.’ The ra-
tionale for including a fifth and final empirical chapter on civil society activ-
ism is thus to provide richer and more encompassing explanations of the con-
flicts and contradictions produced by neoliberal-infused development. This 
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opens up additional perspectives on issues around neoliberalism in the urban 
sphere, where several social spheres with different logics and morals intersect, 
and where space is socially produced.  

3.2 Neoliberal urbanism in Swedish cases and contexts 
This section presents and discusses several observations and conclusions 
found in the research on neoliberal urbanism in Swedish cases. It describes 
how this thesis aims to contribute new knowledge by explaining the localiza-
tion and hybrid forms of neoliberalism in Sundbyberg’s urban development. 
In essence, these observations and conclusions confirm the notion that neolib-
eral urbanism has been prominent in Sweden, having a significant impact on 
public objectives, policies, and practices. On fewer occasions, neoliberalism 
has been discussed and characterized as an incomplete and hybrid process, 
which combines public and regulatory features. This is the ‘research gap’ this 
thesis aims to fill. 

First, however, the notion of ‘growth’ must be addressed. As was explained 
earlier in this chapter, urban and economic growth constitute a key objective 
in processes of neoliberal urbanism. It is however important to recognize that 
neoliberal urban growth is one particular type of growth. With a view to nu-
ancing the historical specificity of neoliberal urbanism in Sweden as well as 
in Sundbyberg, it is thus important to emphasize that growth objectives have 
been part of public policies for a long time. In post-war Sweden, the concept 
of economic growth and its correlation with societal progress and enhanced 
social welfare provision has been at the forefront in public policies on na-
tional, regional, and local scale levels. This is well illustrated in the following 
excerpt, taken from a government bill concerning regional development in 
1972 (one year before Hallonbergen’s inauguration). 

Economic growth has since long – justifiably – appeared as one of the most 
important conditions to supply for welfare demands. […] Economic growth 
should thus be seen as a means to reach general welfare objectives. It is obvious 
that it will not be possible to attack great and pressing security and equality 
problems in different societal areas that remain to be solved, without an in-
crease of material resources. The, sometimes expressed, opinion that it would 
be possible to create a better welfare society for people by abstaining from 
continued economic growth comprises a not realistic perspective on the prob-
lems of modern society and the ways in which it functions. […] Only an econ-
omy in expansion can provide room for increased employment in undersup-
plied geographical areas.103 
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This 1970s government bill emphasizes the vital importance of economic 
growth in a period of increasing structural transformations. These transfor-
mations pertain to deindustrialization and an increased division and speciali-
zation of labor, and to the regional-geographic inequalities and maladjustment 
of senior manual workers generated in these processes. In this bill, economic 
growth is described as a means and condition to establish labor market policies 
and social security mechanisms that dampen negative effects of society’s 
transformation. This includes the aspect of urbanization and increased geo-
graphical polarization, which are conceived as necessary outcomes of an in-
creased interconnection of employment markets.104  

This is a different notion of growth than neoliberal growth. To reiterate, 
this latter notion is grounded in a territorial competiveness for, e.g., attractive 
built environments and public spaces, lucrative housing markets, investment 
capital, wealthy residents, consumer spending, hospitality sectors, and other 
outcomes that have come to function as measures of accomplishment. In turn, 
the goal of, e.g., state administrations and local governments has been to im-
plement policies and institutional infrastructures to realize such outcomes, 
with potentially negative consequences for working class people and neigh-
borhoods as comprehensive and redistributive planning is deprioritized. Ra-
ther than such planning interventions, the typical neoliberal policy response 
to social issues in deprived and stigmatized areas has been to implement local 
revitalization projects aimed at upgrading these areas in various respects.105 

What, then, has recent research concluded on the contemporary state of ne-
oliberal urbanism and growth in Sweden? In a 2005 publication on a ‘brief 
history of neoliberalism,’ David Harvey recognized Sweden as an “example 
of what might be called ‘circumscribed neoliberalization,’ and its generally 
superior social condition reflects that fact.”106 Contrary to such statements, 
however, it has also been suggested as  

[…] more plausible that the Nordic welfare state has offered more latitude for 
radical neoliberalization than in places where privatization, commodification 
and marketization had already transformed societies.107  

In other words, Swedish cases and contexts of neoliberalism have been recog-
nized both as partially resilient to neoliberalism and as especially prone to 
neoliberalism in the historical context of welfare programs and implementa-
tions, the ‘resilience’ of which, then, is fading out. As recently recognized by 
Swedish urban scholar Carina Listerborn, such at least partially mutually ex-
clusive conclusions require continued research: 
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The Nordic welfare states are often perceived as undergoing a soft process of 
neoliberal transformation, still keeping welfare state policies. However, the 
consequences of ongoing urban renewal programs still need to be researched 
further.108  

Based on this review, literature and previous research on neoliberal urbanism 
in Swedish cases and contexts have had two broader focal points. The first 
concerns the Swedish housing sector specifically, and its transformation in 
accordance with neoliberal rationalities in national and local policies and prac-
tices. The second concerns municipal urban governance, planning, and devel-
opment. 

3.2.1 The neoliberal transformation of the Swedish housing 
sector 
The Swedish housing sector is the first and perhaps most extensively re-
searched area with respect to neoliberal urbanism.109 Several publications un-
derscore the dismantling of (social) housing policies110, and the “rapid transi-
tion from a regulated and subsidized, social democratic housing system to a 
deregulated, market-based system.”111 Also in a comparative overview of 
housing sectors in other national contexts in Europe, it is stressed that the 
Swedish sector has been significantly transformed.112 Brett Christophers, for 
example, argues that the Swedish housing system has become “a monstrous 
hybrid […] of legacy regulated elements on the one hand and neoliberalised 
elements on the other.”113 Christophers states that both the dysfunctional hous-
ing markets in Swedish city regions, generated by an overwhelming demand 
for first-hand contracts for public housing apartments, and the prices for resi-
dential properties, which have become increasingly out-of-reach for large pop-
ulation segments, are socially unsustainable. “A fully neoliberalised Swedish 
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housing system, with its own distinctive dynamics and distortions, seems 
more and more likely,” concludes Brett.114  

A feature of the neoliberal transformation of the Swedish housing sector is 
an increased segmentation of housing tenure forms. Besides supporting real 
estate developers’ inclination to build tenant-owned apartment buildings (the 
average price of tenant-owned apartments in Stockholm County doubled in 
the 2000s115), municipalities have supported tenure conversions of public 
rental housing apartments. Tenure conversion goes hand in hand with a change 
in population composition, as observed using geocoded, longitudinal register 
data on Stockholm. Public housing apartments have been sold to tenant-owner 
associations and, to a lesser extent, to private landlords. In turn, this has sup-
ported the replacement of lower income groups with higher income groups.116 
Statistics show that rental housing areas are increasingly hosting the socioec-
onomically vulnerable groups in the population. Variables such as income, 
housing standards, and employment and material resources thereby intersect 
with tenure form, leading to increasing social and geographic polarization in 
Sweden’s major urban regions.117  Another aspect of the neoliberalization of 
housing, especially prominent in Stockholm County, is that public housing 
companies have been directed to transfer parts of their financial revenue to 
their municipal owners. Doing this is to the detriment of building up the fi-
nancial capacity to produce new public housing118 or to renovate the existing 
housing stock (often built in the 1960s and 70s) without or with lesser subse-
quent rent increases for tenants.  

Overall, these transformative processes have been supported by municipal 
political leaders with ideological convictions, in the wake of the early 1990s’ 
deregulatory housing reforms119, as this quote emphasizes: 
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 […] national housing policy has more or less vanished and what is left is a 
decentralized housing policy controlled by local governments. For a foreseea-
ble future it will be the political ideologies of these local governments that will 
locally decide the future of particular public housing companies as well as how 
to address and counteract residential segregation.120 

While this thesis does not set out with a specific focus on the housing sector, 
the dynamics of the housing market in Greater Stockholm and Sundbyberg as 
well as the municipal management of its public housing company provide cen-
tral observations and reoccurring themes in its empirical analysis. The thesis 
highlights how the inherited public housing stock has been approached in re-
cent municipal-led development projects, with a particular focus on the re-
newal of Hallonbergen – an area that had 100% public rental residential hous-
ing at the turn of the 21th century. It approaches crucial questions concerning 
how tenure forms become an integrated part of municipal objectives and de-
velopment processes to transform not only geo-administrative areas that are 
attractive for private investments, but also areas that are less attractive. This 
aims to complement previous research that has often painted broader pictures 
of social and geographic polarization based in statistical data.121 Furthermore, 
it approaches crucial questions concerning how the public housing company 
came to be useful for the municipality, as an intermediate actor with economic 
and fixed capital at its disposal. Capital, then, generated from decades of land 
ownership, housing production, and rent extraction. Because since 2010 mu-
nicipal public housing companies are no longer allowed to operate without 
profit, but instead must operate on principles of business and market compe-
tition alongside goals of affordable housing provision122, this sheds light on 
the role of public housing companies in new institutional landscapes. Thus, 
alongside a recent case study on public housing in Malmö123 and a publication 
highlighting the risk of lacking transparency in municipalities’ management 
of their corporate structures124, this thesis provides additional examples to a 
small body of research on the local-level municipal management of public 
housing companies, following essential national housing reforms. 
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3.2.2 The neoliberal transformation of Swedish urban planning 
and development  
The second broader focal point in the research on neoliberal urbanism in Swe-
dish concerns the objectives, contents, and arrangements of municipal urban 
planning and development. This strand of research includes several case stud-
ies in Swedish city regions and may be categorized into two more specific 
themes: urban entrepreneurial governance, and urban and public planning, 
which are covered in the next two sections. 

3.2.2.1 Urban entrepreneurial governance 
The first theme concerns the increased prevalence of entrepreneurial govern-
ance techniques in urban development, which is discussed in a small body of 
research. This research resonates with the overarching transformation of the 
Swedish welfare state, the operational practices of which in various sectors 
resemble less and less ruling through centralized, hierarchical structures of 
‘government’ in favor of decentralized and networked ‘governance.’125 More-
over, it is analytically informed by David Harvey’s 1989 article on the trans-
formation of urban governance from a mode of managerialism to one of en-
trepreneurialism. Looking at the central districts in Stockholm and Gothen-
burg, researchers have observed how decentralized public-private partner-
ships and municipal development companies have ‘governed’ urban 
development outside conventional planning structures. For example, partner-
ships have been governed through ‘business improvement district’ models to 
strengthen the commercial competitiveness of inner city areas (not least in 
relation to suburban malls), which serve the purpose of canalizing the interests 
of several types of actors (municipal stakeholders, real estate companies, local 
merchants, and others) to upgrade and revitalize central urban spaces. It has 
been argued that public accountability and transparency, as well as the incli-
nation to support general welfare provision, risk being sacrificed in such de-
velopment processes to benefit market logics and entrepreneurial policy and 
practice, and foster a consensual vision of urban development.126 

This thesis approaches governance – the relationships between actors con-
trolling urban development – as a question of institutional infrastructures and 
‘fixes’ that enable specific development arrangements in accordance with spe-
cific interests and objectives. Public-private partnerships, municipal develop-
ment companies, and other ad hoc institutional arrangements are described in 
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chapters 6–9, allowing me to explain their establishment in relation to a num-
ber of variables: social, spatial, economic, and institutional. One main contri-
bution this thesis thus makes is to reveal how neoliberal development arrange-
ments coincide with such aspects, and, in turn, encompass certain modes and 
techniques of urban entrepreneurial governance. It therefore aims to contrib-
ute to a small body of research which has looked at implementations of gov-
ernance in Sweden at different urban scales, e.g. city, municipality, area, and 
district. 

3.2.2.2 Urban and public planning 
A second and, regarding content, much larger theme concerns how urban and 
public planning, which I identify as a specific sector of municipal practice and 
administration managed by planning and other public officials and experts, 
has been challenged, altered, and mixed with neoliberal features as well as 
supported neoliberal outcomes. In my literature review, I found a number of 
recently published texts that have analyzed contemporary Swedish planning, 
especially in the urban context of Sweden’s southernmost city, Malmö.  

Johan Pries’ case study of the long-term development of the People’s Park 
in Malmö illustrates how planning has been executed through an intricate mix 
of ‘social sustainability,’ trust in civil society, regulations, and market re-
forms. This mix is argued to constitute a ‘social neoliberalism through urban 
planning’: neoliberalism is found not to completely dismantle the bureaucratic 
praxes of social welfare planning, but is implemented in the planning of the 
People’s Park as a means to manage, for example, issues of municipal demog-
raphy and local commerce during different periods 1980s–2010.127 Another 
case study focusing on Malmö municipality’s planning policy responses to the 
2008 financial crisis, showed how municipal crisis management did not seek 
to invent new economic policies or pursue a one-sided reliance on market 
mechanisms. Rather, crisis management confirmed and ‘cemented’ inherited 
economic policies from the 1990s and 2000s, which tended to deal with the 
structural transformation from an ‘industrial’ to a ‘post-industrial’ municipal-
ity.128 Overall, these two studies on Malmö are able to dig out fine-grained 
explanations on a gradual transition of planning practice and discourse over 
decades that incorporate various features.  

The research design and analytical perspective informing this thesis are in 
line with the aforementioned studies: like Malmö, Sundbyberg is historically 
a site of industrial production and a stronghold for Social Democrats, where 

                               
127 Johan Pries (2017), Social Neoliberalism through Urban Planning: Bureaucratic For-
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explanations of contemporary neoliberalism arguably benefit from a histori-
cally sensitizing analysis intended to explain the processes of a transition. 
Generally, this thesis belongs to an uncommon strand of research exploring 
Swedish neoliberal urbanism as historically contingent processes, which en-
force some type of transition of established cultures and praxes, even if this 
transition is never complete or fully encompassing. Especially the ‘social ne-
oliberalism’ that Pries proposes as an essential mode of planning constitutes a 
forceful proposition. The thesis concludes with a reappraisal of the term ‘so-
cial neoliberalism’ in the light of its main findings. 

Other studies have been more confirmative of an extensive impact of ne-
oliberalism in urban policy and development in Sweden, with several out-
comes and expressions. A case study on Malmö investigated a specific plan-
ning flagship concept and vision in the spatial conceptualization of the re-
newal of urban life: ‘the 4th urban environment.’ This 4th urban environment 
is vaguely conceptualized as a combination of a workplace and a public space, 
intended to be a creative meeting place and “innovative atmosphere.”129 The 
researcher arrives at three main conclusions concerning how the planning con-
cept relates to neoliberal practice and discourse. First, the planning concept 
lacks a clear-cut definition, as the goal is to attract attention and generate a 
mystical feeling. Second, its impact on the development of new buildings per-
tains to flexible and open ground-floor space designed for an urban and ne-
oliberal entrepreneurial subject: “a self-governing, atomized entrepreneur, 
who raises themselves from unemployment […].”130 Third, it is based on a 
neoliberal planning ideology that values trickle-down economy, city branding, 
urban competition, and the creative class. The concept, the author argues, is 
ultimately an integrated part of the continued municipal planning for Malmö’s 
post-industrialization.  

Another case study centered on Skåne explores a major urban renewal pro-
ject in Hyllie, just south of Malmö city, and concludes that a new ‘neoliberal 
scale’ in the Öresund region (including Copenhagen and Lund) has been pro-
duced. This ‘Örescale’ focuses on wealth concentration through the develop-
ment of places (including office and business districts, consumer sites, and a 
hotel) aimed at new wealthy income earners and commuting urban profession-
als. The arrangement and objectives of the project, the author argues, were 
effectively distanced from the actual social challenges and problems facing 
the political leadership in Malmö.131  

Both these studies emphasize how neoliberalism gives rise to a focus on 
the professional, creative, autonomous middle-class subject in development – 
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as this category is integral to policy responses to the transformation of urban 
capitalism and social relations. Generally, this seems to be a consistent feature 
of neoliberal urbanism in Sweden. 

For example, it is emphasized in studies focusing on the sector of planning 
specifically. A study focusing on Stockholm and spatial planning as a specific 
discipline found that the overarching goal of urban and economic growth ef-
fectively brings about an “entrepreneurial planning spirit” focusing on the ‘ne-
oliberal subjects’ of skilled workers and higher income groups. Correspond-
ingly, the author argued, represented values and objectives of ‘social sustain-
ability’ and ‘social responsibility’ remain foremost rhetorical conceptual fig-
ures used in municipal planning policies.132 Another study of planning policy 
in Stockholm similarly identified how neoliberalism translates to a perspective 
on competitive urbanism and the need to develop a dense, attractive city for 
investors, tourists, and new residents, despite sacrifices in other policy areas, 
as exemplified by a lack of a children’s perspective in planning.133 A third 
study focusing on planning specifically takes another angle at neoliberalism. 
The study explores “[…] whether, and how, the municipal land instrument has 
supported neoliberal urban transformation in Sweden,”134 which are questions 
the researcher shows have not been addressed in previous research. The article 
describes the administratively effective but contradictory role municipalities 
adopt as both public landowners and planning authorities when leveraging pri-
vate investments, as they practically subsidize private developers’ investment 
costs and support rent extraction from end-users such as tenants. This, the au-
thor argues, is a contradictory process of neoliberalization that has dissolved 
the municipal land instrument and transgresses the public-private divide in-
herent in Swedish law.  

All these studies highlight how Swedish urban planning and development 
recently have incorporated some of the most essential descriptors of neoliber-
alism, e.g., territorial competition for middle-class residents, commuters, tour-
ists; investments in the built environment and the development of ‘attractive’ 
spaces; public-private partnerships between municipality and market actors; 
and planning as a tool to achieve such objectives.  

A couple of other studies have additionally shown how neoliberal urban 
policies specifically target areas of socioeconomically vulnerable inhabitants 
as a means to enforce gentrification and change existing land uses. In their 
study focusing on central Landskrona, Baeten and Listerborn highlight an ex-
ample of ‘brutal gentrification’ where the aim of attracting wealthy middle-
class income earners – the neoliberal subjects in planning discourse – support 
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new housing policies in which existing affordable public rental housing is ap-
proached as a problem. By reconfiguring the existing housing stock, including 
rent-raising renovations, the municipality aimed for “a radical make-over of 
the social-demographic fabric.”135 Drawing from case study research in 
Gothenburg, Thörn and Holgersson explore the relevance of Neil Smith’s con-
cept ‘urban frontier.’136 They describe neoliberal engineering in public-private 
development that, ultimately, constitutes state-led gentrification, enabled by 
the ‘rent gap’ between existing and potential land uses in the area (Kvil-
lebäcken). The area in question came to be both discursively represented in a 
highly stigmatizing way, which allowed investments to be justified as a means 
to battle social problems, and materially transformed through demolition of 
existing buildings and a high degree of urban densification and re-develop-
ment, which became a pre-condition for private developers to collaborate with 
the municipality of Gothenburg.137 

3.2.2.3 Activism around neoliberal urbanism 
Before suggesting the contribution this thesis makes in relation to literature on 
neoliberal urbanism in Sweden, the theme of Swedish urban activism will be 
addressed. The most recent wave of intensified urban activism in Sweden 
started in the late 2000s, initiated by a number of local organizations138 in the 
suburbs of Sweden’s cities.  Besides seeking to establish translocal communi-
ties and identities around ‘the suburb’ as a positive category, these groups 
have often contested local renewal programs and sales of rental housing and 
center facilities. Then, during the 2010s, Swedish tenants living in suburbs – 
often built as part of the Million Homes Programme in the 1960s–70s – in-
creasingly focused their activism on the issue of ‘renoviction.’139 This term 
connotes the threats and effects of indirect eviction for socioeconomically vul-
nerable tenants, following steep rent increases caused by real estate owners’ 
renovations of their housing estates.140 

In recent years, social issues and contestation connected to renovictions 
have gained considerable attention from Swedish scholars, as reflected in a 
growing number of publications. These underscore the power relationships 
between tenants, the Swedish Union of Tenants, and real estate owners gener-
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ated by legislation and praxis (e.g. concerning the directive put on public hous-
ing companies’ to operate in accordance with business principles) as well as 
locally specific circumstances. Generally, protests against renovictions have 
often been organized by local tenants’ organizations and networks, both inside 
and outside the union.141 As shown by Polanska and Richard, tenants have 
adopted several individual and collective forms of resistance to the governing 
practices utilized by housing companies when enforcing housing renewal.142 
Other studies have adopted a more phenomenological approach to explore 
how the risk of displacement effects everyday experiences and emotions 
among tenants.143 For example, Listerborn et al. argue that a growing claim for 
housing justice “can be conceptualized as claiming dignity for people facing 
housing precarity,”144 which, then, can be understood as a contextually specific 
claim for ‘the right to the city’ (see section 3.1.2). In these and other studies, 
the question of contemporary housing renewal is anchored in the ‘neoliberal 
housing context’145 and ‘neoliberal ideology’146 as private as well as public real 
estate owners have systematically seized opportunities to renovate apartments 
to higher standards, as such investments allow for a long-term extraction of a 
higher rent. 

Similarly, the case of urban activism in this thesis is explained as a contes-
tation over neoliberal-infused development, with a view to understanding how 
tactical practices of contestation (can) challenge modes of contemporary ne-
oliberalism by exposing their contradictions. However, rather than housing 
companies, it is primarily the municipality that is managing the ‘governing 
practices,’ and the main concern for activists is not primarily their housing 
situation, but the qualities and characteristics of the urban public spaces they 
use in their everyday lives.  

The case of urban activism in this thesis is situated in the contemporary 
context of increased neoliberalization of public policy and practice in Sweden. 
However, it is seemingly unique in that it concerns the urban sphere of small 
inner city-like area, rather than a zone-planned housing suburb. This feature 
resembles previous waves of urban activism in Stockholm and Gothenburg in 
the 1960s–1980s, which were characterized by the opposition to the demoli-
tion of inner-city districts and a critique of top-down planning among other 
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features.147 As such, the case is, on the one hand, thematically connected to 
development schemes, urban areas, and planning issues that triggered activism 
in the second half of the 20th century in Sweden. On the other, it is deeply 
rooted in new contexts of neoliberal urban development. 

3.3 Contributions 
This literature review has discussed a growing body of research describing 
various features of Swedish neoliberal urbanism. The reviewed literature show 
that recent neoliberal developments have targeted different types of areas and 
sociospatial settings, often with a view to enforcing gentrification by imple-
menting policies aimed at transforming local demographics and land use pat-
terns. The question of housing – not least housing tenure – has been at the 
center of neoliberal urban development, as tenant-owned housing has been an 
important policy tool to support ‘social mixing’ and attract wealthy residents. 
Moreover, it is especially the renewal programs and housing renovations in 
Swedish cities’ socioeconomically vulnerable suburbs that have triggered ur-
ban activism and contestation in recent years. What many of these studies have 
in common – especially studies on urban planning and development – is their 
focus on the municipal scale and setting of political and administrative prac-
tice. This, indeed, reflects the Swedish municipal planning monopoly, which 
is a key precondition and rationale for this thesis as well.  

Viewing neoliberalism as localized and rolled out contributes a new and 
complementary analytical perspective to the research presented in section 3.2. 
It allows this thesis to reveal the formation of municipal planning and devel-
opment arrangements over the course of years – even decades. This approach 
enables a focus on several defined urban development projects in a number of 
empirical chapters, thereby disclosing how neoliberalism variegates and trans-
forms in its interrelationship with spatial, social, and economic factors specific 
to certain areas and their conditions for development. This allows for a com-
parative and integrated perspective on how development stakeholders’ assess-
ments of different inherited spatial landscapes correspond, first, to certain de-
velopment objectives and, second, to certain institutional arrangements estab-
lished to pursue these objectives. 

The thesis thereby adds knowledge on the current state of neoliberal urban-
ism in Sweden by addressing important questions on how neoliberal ideolo-
gies, knowledge, and conceptual representations become prevalent in the mu-
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nicipal context, and subsequently influence the course of municipal urbaniza-
tion. While research increasingly confirms ‘that’ neoliberalism happens and 
take certain expressions in Swedish urban contexts, the questions ‘how?’ and 
‘why?’ have been less explored through case study designs encompassing sev-
eral data types such as interviews, ethnographic observations, textual re-
sources, and descriptive statistics.  

As will be further explained in chapter 4, a theoretical perspective on the 
social production of space is adopted to extend the empirical scope of such 
explanations. For example, the focus on long-term urban activism around a 
municipal development project aims to provide additional insights on how a 
counter-project is established in the civil sphere, and which measures that are 
taken to influence development processes and proposals. Furthermore, empir-
ical analysis extends to a focus on the municipal sector of public planning, the 
goal being to improve our understanding of the conditions and influence of a 
specific professional discipline and practice under changing institutional and 
cultural conditions. While several of the reviewed studies address questions 
of planning policy and discourse, this thesis investigates the transforming role 
of planning as a social and institutional sector of practice in the midst of ne-
oliberal localization in municipal urban development.  

Finally, this thesis adds evidence on neoliberal urbanism from Greater 
Stockholm, the capital city region in Sweden, an area that has been less re-
searched compared to other Swedish city regions (Gothenburg and, especially, 
Malmö). The case of a smaller municipality – not the major city municipality 
– within the, by far, most populated urban region in Sweden provides an op-
portunity to explore how a municipality in a subordinate position vis-à-vis 
other municipalities arranges urban planning and development in correspond-
ence with processes and dynamics of a larger urban scale. In turn, this allows 
the thesis to challenge and develop existing understandings of neoliberalism. 
Moreover, the political cultural heritage and executive power of social democ-
racy in Sundbyberg is another rationale behind this thesis’ explanations of hy-
brid forms of neoliberalism. In chapter 11, which presents the final conclu-
sions, these aspects will be discussed and reiterated following the explanations 
of neoliberal localization in urban planning and development in Sundbyberg, 
which are presented in chapters 6–10.  
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4. Theoretical framework 

This chapter describes the theoretical framework and concepts that are utilized 
in the empirical analysis in this thesis. At its core, this chapter draws on and 
combines two analytical perspectives and their interrelated concepts into one 
theoretical framework, adapted to analyze urban planning and development in 
Sundbyberg. As previously introduced, the first analytical perspective con-
cerns neoliberal urbanism, which, building on previous descriptions, will be 
described owing to its importance as a localized and hybrid phenomenon and 
because it produces moments of creative destruction. The second analytical 
perspective draws on the seminal work of French philosopher and sociologist 
Henri Lefebvre: The Social Production of Space (original: Production de 
l’espace, 1974).148 Lefebvre’s thesis provides an analytical perspective from 
which to explore the social and spatial relations that underlie and support the 
municipal pursuit of the urbanization of its territory. His thesis also allows me 
to analyze the relationship between space as an abstract entity in urban devel-
opment and as a lived, differential entity in the everyday life of its users and 
inhabitants, respectively. 

In essence, the theoretical framework presented in this chapter functions as 
a ‘Weltanschauung’: “an overall perspective from which one sees and inter-
prets the world.”149 It determines the lexicon through which I understand and 
represent social phenomena, as well the nature of concepts and the relation-
ships between them. The theory, corresponding to the multifaceted process of 
neoliberalism as well as the dialectical materialism of Lefebvre’s spatial the-
ory, is utilized to interpret and explain how the objectives and practices of 
municipal and other actors interlock in urban planning and development, and 
how these are conditioned and supported by the spatial and social relations of 
the urban context. Thus, here, theory is neither about the investigation of the-
oretical problems specific to the discipline of sociology nor about logical 
propositions of the relationship between two or more variables to be tested. 
Rather than causality in a stricter sense, this thesis uses theory to analyze so-
cial processes and relations in urban planning and development and, in the 
broader context, urban transformation. Moreover, rather than transhistorical 
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conceptualizations150, the theoretical perspectives and concepts that will be 
presented have been chosen for their adequacy and heuristic utility in analyz-
ing contemporary, contingent phenomena inherent to a specific empirical 
case: the contemporary urban planning and development of Sundbybergs stad. 

The chapter is arranged as follows. Section 4.1 presents neoliberal urban-
ism and develops a theoretical perspective on neoliberalism as a localized and 
hybrid phenomenon. Section 4.2 presents the ‘the social production of space’ 
and interrelated concepts. Finally, section 4.3 summarizes the two analytical 
perspectives, explaining how they together constitute the theoretical frame-
work utilized in this thesis’ empirical analysis.   

4.1 Neoliberal urbanism and localization 
As earlier explained, I understand ‘neoliberal urbanism’ as the features and 
processes of competitiveness and marketization adopted in public policy and 
management in the urban context, for example in institutionalized practices to 
develop urban land, environments, and territories.151 Two key features of these 
processes provide analytical entrance points for this thesis. These are i) the 
competitive and strategic focus on market-oriented economic and urban 
growth by public actors such as municipalities, and ii) the entrepreneurial 
forms of urban development and governance that support the realization of 
their objectives. Moreover, I see neoliberalism as challenging, being chal-
lenged, and ultimately merging with inherited institutional and spatial land-
scapes, when implemented and situated in specific urban, political, and ad-
ministrative settings. This understanding means that neoliberal implementa-
tions and outcomes are variegated and uneven, because they are contingent on 
institutional and other factors present in state formations and spatialities on 
different scales (local, regional, and national). In the following quote, Brenner 
and Theodore elaborate on this understanding of neoliberalism. 

The notion of actually existing neoliberalism is intended to illuminate the var-
iegated, contested ways in which neoliberal restructuring strategies interact 
with preexisting uses of space, institutional configurations, regulatory arrange-
ments and constellations of sociospatial power. Neoliberal programs of regu-
latory restructuring are rarely, if ever, imposed in a pure form, for they are 
always introduced within politico-institutional contexts that have been molded 
significantly by earlier regulatory arrangements, institutionalized practices, so-
cial struggles and political compromises. In this sense, the evolution of any 
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politico-institutional configuration following the imposition of neoliberal pol-
icy reforms is likely to demonstrate strong properties of path-dependency in 
which established institutional arrangements canalize the scope and trajectory 
of reform.152  

 
In this sense, as Jamie Peck argues, there is always a ‘hybridity’ to ‘actually 
existing neoliberalism’.153 While neoliberal features and processes may be ge-
neric in character as observed historical, supra-national phenomena of public 
policy restructuring, they adopt local particularities and variations when situ-
ated in specific settings. Importantly, as Peck summarizes, “the evocation of 
‘hybridity’ in this context is more than a poststructuralist tic, but an indicator 
of inescapably impure forms in which neoliberalizing tendencies are found”.154 

My understanding of neoliberalism is essentially that of a ‘rolled-out’ phe-
nomenon, which, as I described in chapter 3, represents a historically contin-
gent phase influenced by “the endemic problem of establishing the requisite 
non-market forms of coordination and cooperation needed to sustain the ac-
cumulation process.”155 My concern is thus the explanation of how neoliberal 
features are localized as part of the establishment of new political and admin-
istrative praxes to arrange urban development, with reference both to central 
municipal policy and practice and to area-specific development projects.156 I 
analyze how municipal action produces certain development arrangements to 
localize neoliberalism, and the relationships between actors, objectives, and 
knowledge these processes build upon. The emphasis on neoliberalism being 
localized and rolled out, which I address here as equivalent, underlines the 
crucial point that an urban unit, such as a town or city, can never be regarded 
as an active agent in itself. Instead, as David Harvey notes, urban processes 
must 

 […] be regarded as a spatially grounded social process in which a wide arrange 
of different actors can with quite different objectives and agendas interact 
trough a particular configuration of interlocking spatial practices.157   
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In processes of urban development in Sundbyberg, the distribution of devel-
opment mandates and capacities varies between projects, both internal to mu-
nicipal administrations, professional sectors, and organizational units (not 
least the public housing company), and external to the municipality through 
agreements and collaborations with market, state, and civil actors. Conse-
quently, I explain the interlocking of spatial practices that enables certain gov-
ernance arrangements of urban development at specific points in time. I in-
vestigate how these build on various contingent circumstances as well as the 
relative and asymmetric relationships between actors and interests on the ur-
ban scale, for example relating to land and property relations, jurisdiction and 
land use intentions, investment capital, and municipal sectoral interests (in-
cluding politics, planning, and economy). My analytical focus is thereby on 
the qualitative aspects of how territorial urbanization in Sundbyberg is sus-
tained and pursued in contemporary municipal planning and development ar-
rangements.158 

4.1.1 Analyzing actually existing neoliberalism: Theoretical 
focal points 
However, there are certain immanent challenges and issues with this under-
standing of neoliberalism. In his discussion of the theoretical understanding 
of neoliberalism popularized by, e.g., Brenner, Peck, and Theodore, Patrick 
Le Galés writes: 

Their strategy to give a vague, ever-changing non-definition of neoliberalism 
considerably weakens their claim that neoliberalism is the major force in urban 
restructuring, however smart their claim about ‘variegated neoliberalism’ may 
be. Despite all subtlety of dialectics, this can be seen as a serious contradiction. 
[…] The focus rightly put on neoliberalism has sometimes led to an overem-
phasis on what is ‘new’. Urban policies are rarely new [but] reorganized with 
new combinations and labels all the time.159  

Correspondingly, the conceptual fluidity of the term ‘neoliberalism’ “may be 
seen as an elegant ‘tour de passe-passe’ where many things can be dealt with, 
and all sorts of explanation brought forward,” Le Galés argues.160 Because the 
term has been used in various research fields within the social sciences, it is 
today identified as a critical but incoherent ‘rhetorical device,’ deployed in 
contradictory ways when social scientists stretch the concept in an attempt to 
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understand and explain economic phenomena “[…] otherwise beyond their 
cognitive horizons and which they cannot otherwise grasp or evaluate.”161  

This section aims to respond to this criticism by presenting two theoretical 
focal points that allow me to be analytically specific and consistent concerning 
what I see as the features and expressions of neoliberal localization in munic-
ipal urban planning and development. First, in section 4.1.1.1, I describe how 
I will explain neoliberal localization with reference to public planning as a 
specific sector of municipal practice. Second, in section 4.1.1.2, I describe 
particular destructive and creative moments produced in processes of neolib-
eral localization. 

4.1.1.1 Public planning and neoliberal localization 
This section presents how I see public planning as a specific sector of munic-
ipal practice that is at the center of neoliberal localization in municipal urban 
development. The key rationale is that a focus on public planning specifically 
allows me to better trace the features and outcomes of neoliberalism in mu-
nicipal policy and practice, as public planning incorporates important repre-
sentative, developmental, and regulatory functions. Following the lead of 
planning scholar Philip Allmendinger: 

A policy sector and regulatory regime such as planning helps ‘bridge the gap’ 
between more macro-level abstraction and more meso- and micro-level pro-
cesses. This helps highlight some of the evolving and contradictory elements 
of neoliberalism as it is rolled out in different places in different times.162  

The rationale for public planning is that the sector has to maintain public in-
terest legitimacy while being increasingly subjected to the aims of urban and 
economic growth and market-based development163, generating a transfor-
mation in culture, objectives, and values in both subtle and not so subtle 
ways.164 A specific focus on planning, as a link between political and executive 
power and the transformation of the built environment, therefore supports the 
analysis of evolving and contradictory elements generated when neoliberalism 
is localized and exists in hybrid forms. The term public planning corresponds 
to urban planning and spatial planning as well, but is a means to emphasize 
the focus on municipal practice in this thesis and my interest in the regulatory 
and democratic functions upheld in planning practice.165 

                               
161 Rajesh Venugopal (2015), “Neoliberalism as concept,” Economy and Society, 44:2. See also: 
Bob Jessop (2013), “Putting neoliberalism in its time and place: A response to the debate,” 
Social Anthropology, 21(1) 
162 Philip Allmendinger (2017), Planning Theory, 3rd edition, p. 119 
163 Ibid., p. 119 
164 Jamie Peck (2010), Constructions of Neoliberal Reason 
165 All planners interviewed for this thesis were municipal employees, although other organiza-
tions, sectors, and professions also conducted planning-related tasks in the development pro-
cesses explained in the empirical analysis. 
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Essentially, I understand public planning as the practices and procedures 
assigned to Swedish municipalities regarding their legal and democratic re-
sponsibilities to develop and govern their (urban) territories through decisions 
concerning land use, housing, and the built environment. To identify evolving 
and contradictory elements in these practices and procedures, I recognize that 
the sector of planning contains three core functions. These constitute my in-
terpretation and modification of planning’s functions as presented by Patsy 
Healey and Richard Williams166:  

1. A strategic-representative function. In planning, principles for spa-
tial organization, land use, and the arrangement of the built envi-
ronment are depicted in representations. These are strategic in the 
sense that they assess the current issues and potentials of specific 
areas as well as propose or declare a transformation of the built en-
vironment in accordance with these assessments. Planning items 
central to this function are, e.g., municipal comprehensive plans as 
well as area-specific in-depth comprehensive plans and planning 
programs. 

2. A project-developmental function. This is the coordinating and 
managerial function of urban planning, in which planning is de-
ployed through certain organizational forms and politico-institu-
tional relations, and where concerned tasks and issues are handled 
within development activity.   

3. A regulatory function. The function relating to the control of build-
ing location and form, and the intended activity within lots and 
buildings. This function concerns planning as a legal exercise. Plan-
ning items central to this function are municipal detailed develop-
ment plans, which are legally binding and confirm land use arrange-
ments.167 

In given settings, these functions evolve in relation to legal and regulatory 
principles, to administrative competences and institutional infrastructures, to 
the relative role of public, private, and community sectors in development ar-
rangements, and to professional culture.168 To appreciate the reconfiguration 
and hybrid forms generated in neoliberal localization, I analyze how planning 

                               
166 Patsy Healey & Richard Williams (1993), “European Urban Planning Systems: Diversity 
and Convergence,” Urban Studies, Vol. 30, Nos 4/5, p. 702 
167 Three types of planning items are essentially utilized in Swedish municipal planning: long-
term, strategic comprehensive plans; area and development project-specific planning programs 
and in-depth comprehensive plans; and legally binding, land use confirming detailed develop-
ment plans. It is through detailed development plans that the regulated extent a specific building 
and construction measure may take on a defined lot or piece of land is declared; this is a specific 
regulatory function called ‘building right’ (In Swedish: Byggrätt). Swedish National Board of 
Housing, Building and Planning (2010), “The Planning and Building Act,” Ref. 2010:900 
168 Patsy Healey & Richard Williams (1993), pp. 702–3 
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is an object, on the one hand, and a subject, on the other, of neoliberalism. 
Subjected to neoliberalism, planning is the target of market-based reform. As 
such, the scope, scales, tools, and objectives of planning are periodically chal-
lenged and altered to minimize the regulatory ‘burden’ in development activ-
ities. As an object, planning is a tool for neoliberalism, by facilitating and co-
ordinating measures to create places and conditions for urban growth, and by 
tackling occurring tensions and contradictions within neoliberalism and capi-
talism. This emphasizes the more proactive and facilitative role that extends 
to partnerships, skills, knowledge, and other valued components sustained 
through development management (rather than development regulation)169, 
and how planners “operate within, contribute to, resist or temper an increas-
ingly neoliberal mode of producing spaces and places.”170 

In accordance with urban planning’s core functions, the subject-object du-
ality is utilized to, especially, explain the role of planning vis-à-vis economic 
and political interests and rationales in urban development projects and, in 
turn, how relationships between public, civil, and private spheres are estab-
lished, and potentially distorted, through neoliberal localization. At stake in 
these processes is, ultimately, the politically detached function of planning, as 
a sector of allegedly ‘apolitical’ public officials with expert knowledge. Even 
given the recognition that the apolitical ideal was always more rhetoric than 
reality, this concerns how planning remains litigable and credible among pub-
lic and civil observers.171 As this thesis will show, planning establishes insti-
tutional channels for participation, goals of social sustainability, and other fea-
tures relating to valued sectoral ideals, at least partly as a means to legitimize 
underlying market objectives. It is for the purpose of explaining these pro-
cesses the subject-object duality becomes an important analytical tool. 

4.1.1.2 Destructive and creative moments of neoliberal localization 
The second analytical focal point through which I observe and analyze the 
localization and hybridity of neoliberalism consists of four moments of crea-
tive destruction. Drawing on Neil Brenner and Nik Theodore’s essay Cities 
and the Geographies of Actually Existing Geographies of Neoliberalism, my 

                               
169 Philip Allmendinger (2017), Planning Theory, 3rd edition, pp. 120–1 
170 Guy Baeten (2012), “Neoliberal planning: Does it really exist?,” Contradictions of Neolib-
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who may be concerned with, or affected by, development activity proposed in planning items. 
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understanding of ‘moments’ is in line with a Marxian and Lefebvrian inter-
pretation: 

[Moments are understood as] conflictual yet mutually related elements within 
a dynamic, dialectical process, rather than as a description of distinct temporal 
units within a linear transition. [First], the (partial) destruction of extant insti-
tutional arrangements and political compromises through market-oriented re-
form initiatives; and second, the (tendential) creation of new politico-institu-
tional infrastructures for market-oriented urban growth […].172 

The moments of creative destruction, presented in figure 6, are integrated into 
this thesis’ theoretical framework because they correspond to urban and insti-
tutional processes which are interrelated to and sustained in municipal urban 
development. They, in other words, direct analytical focus to features that typ-
ically signify neoliberal localization, yet which specific expressions and forms 
remain the open questions this thesis explores and explains. More specifically, 
destructive moments correspond to the impact of the neoliberal offensive on 
the institutional arrangements of a Keynesian model. Creative moments, on 
the other hand, correspond to the institutional realignments and political ad-
justments to support market influence. Hence, throughout the empirical chap-
ters of this thesis, these listed moments are analyzed for their specific, contin-
gent features and outcomes in urban municipal planning and development, 
both with reference to central and strategic municipal policy and practice, and 
area-specific development projects.  

                               
172 Neil Brenner & Nik Theodore (2017), ”Cities and the Geographies of Actually Existing 
Neoliberalism,” Critique of Urbanization: Selected Essays, edited by Neil Brenner, pp. 55–56 
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Process of neoliberal lo-
calization 

Moment of destruction  Moment of creation 

Reconfiguring municipal 
institutional infrastruc-
tures 

i) Dismantling of bureau-
cratized, hierarchical 
forms of local administra-
tion 
 
ii) Assault on traditional 
relays of local democratic 
accountability 
 

i) “Rolling forward” of 
new networked forms of 
local governance based 
upon public-private part-
nerships and new public 
management 
 
ii) Establishment of new 
institutional relays 
through which elite busi-
ness interests can directly 
influence major local de-
velopment decisions  

Reconstructing urban 
housing markets 

New directives to dis-
mantle and cease the de-
velopment of public 
housing 

Creation of new opportu-
nities for speculative in-
vestment in real estate 
markets 

Transformation of the 
built environment and ur-
ban form 

i) Destruction of tradi-
tional working-class 
neighborhoods to make 
way for speculative rede-
velopment 
 
ii) Retreat from commu-
nity-oriented planning in-
itiatives 

i) Construction of large-
scale mega-projects in-
tended to attract corporate 
investment and reconfig-
ure local land use patterns  
 
ii) Adoption of the princi-
ple of “highest and best 
use” as the basis for major 
land use planning deci-
sions 
  
iii) “Rolling forward” of 
the gentrification frontier 
and the intensification of 
sociospatial polarization  

Re-representing the ur-
ban 

Discursive production of 
social, economic and de-
mographic issues and 
challenges in the munici-
pality and defined areas 

Mobilization of entrepre-
neurial discourses and 
representations focused 
on the need for revitaliza-
tion and reinvestment. 
 
Implementation of spatial 
and architectural princi-
ples that promote dense 
urban environments, 
block structures, and 
mixed land uses. 

Figure 6. Destructive and creative moments of neoliberal localization. This is a mod-
ified version of the original table in Neil Brenner and Nik Theodore, 2017. 

Because destructive moments should be understood as partial, and creative 
moments as tendentious, established praxes and cultures in municipal prac-
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tices are not fully razed by neoliberal localization, but variously circum-
scribed, dismantled, and challenged. Consequently, “strategies of neoliberal 
localization can be understood adequately only through an exploration of their 
uneven, contested interactions with inherited regulatory landscapes,” Brenner 
and Theodore underline. As open-ended processes, they are inclined to gov-
ernance failures and may generate contradictions of their own.173  

Moreover, with the term ‘institutional fix,’ I pinpoint the specific configu-
rations and arrangements of development concerning involved actors, objec-
tives, institutional relations, regulatory demands, market investments, and 
other key features of urban planning and development. The ‘fix’ thereby refers 
to the specific institutional configurations and arrangements that sustain de-
velopment projects, despite the clash or alignment of interests, objectives, 
knowledge, values, and other aspects that are produced in accordance with the 
creative destruction of neoliberalism. Thus, in the empirical analysis, I recur-
rently reveal how institutional fixes are characterized by a neoliberal hybrid-
ity, which, in turn, is grounded in processes of neoliberal creative destruction.  

4.2 The social production of space 

Social relations, which are concrete abstractions, have no real existence save 
in and through space. Their underpinning is spatial. In each particular case, the 
connection between this underpinning and the relations it supports calls for 
analysis.174 (Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 1991) 

The first part of this theory chapter was concerned with the presentation of a 
theoretical understanding of neoliberalism and, more specifically, neoliberal 
localization and hybridity. This theoretical understanding is used to under-
stand how contemporary urban planning and development transform and un-
fold in a Swedish municipality during a period when urban and economic 
growth became key rationales and motivations in political and administrative 
practice. However, while a theory of neoliberalism is crucial to appreciating 
features of municipal development arrangements, it is at its core concerned 
with the reconfiguration of public policy and practice in the urban context 
(neoliberal urbanism).  

This section presents a theoretical perspective from which to explain how 
social relations are dialectically intertwined with space, as a dimension of re-
ality that in human activities is utilized as an abstract, conceptual, and com-
modified entity, as well as a concrete and everyday lived environment. It is 
the assessment of exploitable values of space – conveyed as land, built envi-

                               
173 Ibid. pp. 58–63 
174 Henri Lefebvre (1991), The Production of Space, p. 404 
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ronments, urban infrastructures, geographical location, and other spatial fea-
tures – that enabled a critical reorientation in municipal urban development in 
Sundbyberg. A theoretical perspective on the social implications and uses of 
space is therefore important in explanations of the historical unfolding of ne-
oliberal urbanism in the municipality. 

Thus, the seminal work by Henri Lefebvre The Social Production of Space 
is assessed and drawn upon. Contemporary works on neoliberal urbanism 
draw readily on the theory and arguments of Lefebvre concerning the crucial 
function of ‘the urban’ “[…] as a spatial configuration which facilitates and 
expresses the process of capital accumulation”175, and the ways in which space 
must be recognized a political issue in these processes.176 I suggest, however, 
that there is an even greater potential for research to connect Lefebvre’s claims 
and concepts – and the “dialectical approach to radical sociospatial transfor-
mation”177 they are a part of – to neoliberal urbanism. As noted in a recent 
anthology and handbook on ‘Lefebvre, the city and urban society,’ the impact 
of neoliberalism in various 21th century urban contexts around the globe pro-
duces new empirical settings to which Lefebvre’s spatial perspectives can be 
applied.178 As Mark Gottdiener notes, these perspectives go beyond the “en-
demic reductionist characteristics” that generally characterize political-econ-
omy approaches, which are prone to predefined categories of how actors and 
relations dictate urban development.179 As Gottdiener also notes (in a rather 
bitter tone), Lefebvre is currently seldom considered as the professional soci-
ologist he was by the urban scholars who have often drawn on his works (per-
haps especially political scientists, geographers, and planning scholars). Ad-
ditionally, mainstream sociologists tend to neglect his important theoretical 
contributions.180 

                               
175 Peter Saunders (1981), Social Theory and the Urban Question, p. 255 
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177 Neil Brenner (2017), “The Problematique of Critique,” Critique of Urbanization: Selected 
Essays, edited by Neil Brenner 
178 Michael E. Leary-Owhin et al. (2019), The Routledge handbook of Henri Lefebvre, the city 
and urban society, pp. 3–4 
179 Mark Gottdiener & Ray Hutchison (2010), The New Urban Sociology. Fourth edition. See 
also: Mark Gottdiener et al. (1999), Las Vegas: The Social Production of an All-American City. 
The criticism of political-economy especially targets ‘growth machine’ approaches as, e.g., 
elaborated in Johan Logan & Harvey Molotch (1987), Urban Fortunes: The Political Economy 
of Place, and ‘globalization’ approaches as, e.g., elaborated in Saskia Sassen (1991), The 
Global City 
180 Mark Gottdiener (2018), “Who Owns Lefebvre? The Forgotten Sociological Contribution 
to the New Urban Sociology”, Book review, Contemporary Sociology, 47, 3 



 

 72 

Hence, given that the general recognition has been that the potential in 
Lefebvre’s thesis has yet to be realized in empirical research181 – “[that] pos-
sibilities remain to be fully explored [in order to] go beyond philosophy and 
theory, and to arrive at practice and action”182 – this thesis expressly utilizes 
the concepts social space, abstract space, and differential space. Seemingly, 
vis-à-vis the often-called ‘spatial triad183,’ especially the two latter concepts 
have been less adopted in empirical research and, I argue, provide meaningful 
analytical focal points for understanding important sociological topics.  

Abstract and differential space are conceptual tools to comprehend the 
domination of capitalist activity: how powerful actors manage space as an ab-
stracted and commodified entity, thereby targeting and subordinating spaces 
that for decades and centuries have sustained urban, everyday life; and how 
local contestation emerges to proclaim lived and differential values of these 
spaces. While the concepts, too, are predefined categories, their relationships 
are dialectical, implying the research imperative to explore their interrelation-
ship in social practices and processes as an open question, while maintaining 
a critical lens towards uneven power relationships and the dominance of cap-
italist logics. Thereafter, the course of (uneven) urbanization may be ex-
plained.  

As is evident, however, this is not a modest task. The recognized unrealized 
empirical potential of Lefebvre’s theory has been connected to the difficulty 
of applying his philosophical and encompassing concepts in empirical re-
search, coming to conclusive results, and presenting them within the structures 
of conventional academic outlets. However, it is currently recognized that 
Lefebvre’s concepts are increasingly applied in new creative ways in new ur-
ban and empirical settings, beyond the (open) definitions he gave the concepts, 
and beyond the state of urban capitalism of his times.184 The following theo-
retical presentation derives from this insight.  

4.2.1 Society and space integrated 
The first proposition in this theoretical integration of space’s social production 
with neoliberal urbanism is to view space as a condensation of social activities 
and relations within historical processes. Lefebvre theorized space “[…] as 
the shared aspect and outcome of all social practices”, with the objective to 
“investigate what remains common to spaces differentiated by historically 
                               
181 Kirsten Simonsen (2001), “Space, Culture and Economy – A Question of Practice,” Geo-
grafiska Annaler. Series B, Human Geography, Vol. 83, No. 1, p. 49 
182 Christian Schmid (2008), “Henri Lefebvre’s Theory of the Production of Space: Towards a 
three-dimensional dialectic,” Space, Difference, Everyday Life: Reading Henri Lefebvre, edited 
by Kanishka Goonewardena et al., p. 43 
183 Including the concepts spatial practice, representations of space, and representational spaces. 
184 Christian Schmid (2014), “The Trouble with Henri: Urban Research and the Theory of the 
Production of Space,” Urban Revolution Now: Henri Lefebvre in Social Research and Archi-
tecture, edited by Łukasz Stanek et al., p. 29 
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specific conditions of their production.”185 Because the notion of production 
(the act of producing) denotes the aspect of time, all things historical become 
inscribed in space, and production process and product cannot be viewed as 
two separable ideas or aspects. Instead, they are inherently linked186:  

Space [involves] assigning more or less appropriated places to the social rela-
tions of reproduction. […] The past has left its marks, its inscriptions, but space 
is always a present space, a current totality, with its links and connections to 
action. In fact, the production and the product are inseparable sides of one pro-
cess.187 

This proposition consequently identifies space not as an aspect of reality sep-
arated or at a distance from social activity, but as a fundamentally integrated 
part of it. While individuals in their everyday lives observe space as something 
produced (i.e., made and constructed), which they orient and relate their ac-
tions to188, in this proposition space is also a process: a means and instrument 
through which the reproduction of social relations is achieved through social 
activity.189 Recognition of the complete integration of society and space is cap-
tured with the term social space, denoting the diversity of objects and social 
relations as well as the infrastructures that facilitate their exchange. The prop-
osition that space cannot be viewed as a passive locus outside social activity, 
but is fundamentally entangled with it, emphasizes its importance of condi-
tioning, limiting, and enabling social action: 

Space appears as a realm of objectivity – yet it exists in a social sense only for 
activity. […] Is not social space always, and simultaneously, both field of ac-
tion (offering its extension to the deployment of projects and practical inten-
tions) and a basis for action (a set of places whence energies derive and whither 
energies are directed)? Is it not at once actual (given) and potential (locus of 
possibilities)?190 [Emphasis in original]  

Itself the outcome of past actions, social space is what permits fresh action to 
occur, while suggesting other and prohibiting yet others. Among these actions, 
some serve production, others consumption 191    
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Although fluid and not well limited in its scope and contents, this principal 
understanding of space paves the way to determining the importance of inher-
ited spatial landscapes in urban planning and development. Municipal inher-
ited spatial landscapes, on the larger (e.g., an area or district) or smaller (e.g., 
a neighborhood, public site, or a building) scale, comprise built and social 
environments that become active components through their purposefulness re-
garding political objectives and administrative practices in urban develop-
ment. They constitute, in Lefebvre’s words, a ‘field of action’, offering certain 
potentials for, not least, capital accumulation. Hence, municipal spaces differ-
entiated by their spatial and material structures and general ‘urban typologies,’ 
as well as by their social and demographic compositions and everyday uses, 
provide different issues to solve and potentials to exploit in the pursuit of ur-
ban growth and territorial competitiveness. They are of relative value for in-
vestors, businesses, visitors, residents, or any other ‘actor category.’ In this 
sense, the historical production of space both enables and limits the paradigm 
shift in Sundbyberg’s urban development; an insight central to this thesis’ 
analysis of the development of municipal areas differentiated by their charac-
teristics as historically built material environments, and currently used social 
environments. 

Lefebvre supported the conceptualization of space’s inherently social na-
ture using the ontological argument that space, in modern capitalism, adopted 
the form of a ‘concrete abstraction.’ This is similar to how ‘labor’ was con-
ceptualized as a concrete abstraction by Karl Marx at the historical point when 
the domain of practice was exploited in capitalist industries.192 To address 
space as both abstract and concrete, writes Lefebvre echoing the classic Marx-
ist distinction between exchange and use value, is to understand its existence 
both as inseparable from the exchange ability of all its component parts and 
as localized, used, and appropriated in everyday life.193 In the 20th century, 
capitalist practices supported by the state have increasingly utilized space in 
an abstracted fashion to facilitate economic growth:  

The space produced by the State must be termed political due to its specific 
features and goals. The state provides the relations (that is, the social relations 
of production) with a calibrated spatial support: it clashes with pre-existent 
economic space that it encounters [such as] historic towns. […] It tends to re-
new not only the social relations inherent in industrial production, but also the 
relations of domination inherent in the hierarchy of groups and places. […] the 
State tends to impose a rationality, its own, that has space as its privileged 
instrument.194 [Emphasis in original] 
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In conclusion, then, it is through space’s capacity to be abstract and treated as 
a homogenous entity that it becomes commodified in chains of production, 
distribution, and consumption. It is in this sense space supports neoliberal lo-
calization in municipal policy and practice: “[space] lends itself to any parcel-
ing required by land speculation, functionalist zoning, or segregation by the 
state,” writes Lefebvre.195 Additionally, through its capacity to be concrete and 
fragmented, space is aggregately made up of individual localities, particulari-
ties, and differences. It is in this sense that everyday life unfolds in space and 
that qualitative relations are established between individuals, groups, and 
communities and the spaces they use, appropriate, and inhabit. Based on this 
understanding, two key concepts for this thesis may be finally introduced: ab-
stract space and differential space. Addressing these concepts as ‘spaces’ fol-
lows the proposition hitherto described regarding the social nature of space, 
and becomes a means to analyze how social practices of different actors (op-
erating in public, market, or civil spheres) coincide and contribute to the pro-
duction of space. 

4.2.2 Abstract space 
Abstract space denotes neoliberal urbanism by constituting a space of 
knowledge, ideology, and practice in which features and objects of social 
space are assigned meanings and values as commodifiable and exchangeable 
assets, productive for economic growth and, in the larger scheme, capitalism’s 
expansion and reproduction.196 Abstract space applies certain logics to how 
space can and should be divided and fragmented into functional units serving 
different purposes.197 In this practice, just as Marx identified ‘labor’ when it 
was produced as an abstract notion through the advancement of capitalist in-
dustries (e.g., labor ‘as such’198, or the expenditure of human labor in gen-
eral199), space nevertheless assumes a definite and neutral meaning, tending 
towards a false consciousness of, as Lefebvre puts it, “[…] a space once im-
aginary and real.”200 Through the means of semantics and the written word, 
plans and the dominance of the visual realm (over other senses), the imaginary 
features of abstract space guide the social processes through which space is 
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produced. Abstract space is effective through the institutionalized means of 
the state, i.e., bureaucracy and its knowledge, ‘raison d’état’, and political 
power.201 In these processes, abstract space has a homogenizing effect on space 
because of its incapability to account for space’s locally specific and differen-
tial characteristics and qualities. 

Thus, while abstract space fragmentizes space in scientific and administra-
tive practice to parcel and zone land and the built environment, its outcomes 
pertain to a homogeneity, as pre-defined concepts and categories determine 
the relative value of social spaces (as, again, commodifiable and exchangeable 
assets). Abstract space is central to Lefebvre’s broader argument depicting ur-
ban space as a facilitator of the realization of surplus value, and the city as a 
framework for linking together increasingly complex capitalist practices.202 
Thus, it deals with urban space specifically, contingent on the intensified re-
lationship between state, capitalism, and urban space in the 20th century.  

However, I deem it important to nuance the monolithic and omnipresent 
nature of abstract space in Lefebvre’s texts203, and explain how the concept 
can be valuable in my analysis of neoliberal localization in urban develop-
ment. Essentially, I see abstract space as the perspective through which ne-
oliberal localization is a rational process for municipal political leaders and 
administrative executives and experts. As abstract space reduces “constitutive 
differences and presents itself as a pragmatic response to economic necessity 
in the interest of the common good,” my analytical imperative is to situate this 
response – in this thesis expressed in municipal planning and development – 
in its historical period of execution.204 

I therefore analyze the prevalence of abstract space with reference to ac-
tions and interactions at institutional meso-levels, meaning the organizational 
levels of municipal practice and collaborating governance actors. Effective 
from institutionalized vantage points, abstract space uses operational 
measures with the objective of producing coherent and legitimate outputs and 
institutional environments, and determine the relations between knowledge 
and objects.205 In these processes, internal contradictions are produced because 
of abstract space’s reductive and reifying characteristics.  

Thus, in summary, I propose that abstract space consists of three key fea-
tures, which guide my analysis to certain domains of social practices and pro-
cess, and their contradictions: 
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1. Abstract space is an instrumental and strategic space functional for 
reproducing social (capitalist) relations. As such, it is operative 
through the means of political and legal-bureaucratic power. It sub-
sumes political ruling and institutional actors, as well as actors in 
production, distribution, and consumption.  

2. Abstract space is effective by means of representation and techno-
cratic rationality: systems of knowledge. It is not simply a function 
of ‘space made exchangeable,’ but a perspective from which to as-
sert the productive uses of space through language, words, and sym-
bols; the conceptual domain Lefebvre termed ‘representations of 
space.’206 

3. Abstract space accounts for induced differences and particularities 
through language, words, and symbols, not differences and partic-
ularities as phenomena derived from space as a lived and historical 
oeuvre (related to what Lefebvre termed ‘representational space’). 

4.2.3 Differential space 
Differential space, finally, is an important concept in this thesis because it 
contributes a perspective from which to analyze how local, civil practices of 
contestation are contingent on the impact of abstract space in Sundbyberg’s 
urban development. Thus, it is used as a concept to analyze and explain the 
relationship, which is important to this thesis, between neoliberal urbanism 
and organized citizens’ long-term acts of contestation of neoliberal features in 
urban development. In this sense, it widens the analytical and empirical scope 
of the thesis to include civil society, non-institutional grassroots opposition, 
and the importance of space as a lived entity. 

The notion of ‘difference’ is at the center here, because differential space 
constitutes a rejection and negation of the induced and formal differences pro-
duced in abstract space. Differential space proclaims actual differences and 
peculiarities derived from knowledge and the individual and social body, and 
from the political stand of unity-in-difference. In this sense, differential space 
constitutes a possible reaction to abstract space’s incapacity to fully account 
for what is particular, historical, qualitative, plural, and truly different (as 
compared to induced difference), derived from everyday use and appropria-
tion.207 As noted, while abstract space is inherently linked to the conceptual 
domain of ‘representations of space,’ differential space is inherently linked to 
space as a lived and everyday appropriated entity: a phenomenological ‘rep-
resentational space.’208 Class struggle is intrinsic to this negative relationship 
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because differential space, in its fullest conceptual implications, is ultimately 
the means through which to proclaim the ‘right to the city’ and to revitalize 
everyday life from the structural domination of the economic practices repro-
ducing capitalist relations.209 Differential space, then, asserts the urban as an 
‘oeuvre’ – a work – by and for human experience, as it once was before the 
“irreversible tendency towards money and commerce, towards exchange and 
products […],” as Lefebvre puts it.210 

Lefebvre’s account of differential space in The Production of Space has 
been criticized for being vague and limited, with limited information on the 
key features of this particular space and how its realization is connected to 
social practice.211 To add some qualitative nuances, I call attention to the as-
pect of autogestion, a term used by Lefebvre in many works but not in The 
Production of Space. Autogestion has been suggested to be the praxis of dif-
ferential space and is characterized by a spatial politics of resistance, self-
management, and collective production.212 It is within the concrete interac-
tional instances of plans and counter-plans, projects and counter-projects, that 
a differential space is achieved through an outburst of creativity that forces 
institutional actors to take these counter-stances and their democratic claims 
into account. As a negation of the dominant strategy, counter-stances would 
necessarily also be abstract and theoretical as well as practical.213  

Building on this idea, and in contrast to the strategic instrumentality of ab-
stract space, I see differential space as relying on the praxis of tactics, as de-
scribed by Michel de Certeau.214 Tactics produce interferences in the environ-
ments produced by the strategies of abstract space and are used by individuals 
and groups who seek to take advantage of opportunities, and who respond to 
inconsistencies, in a given environment in order to modify it. Yet, contrary to 
the institutionalized vantage points of abstract space, tactics are deployed 
through temporary (that is, non-permanent) positions215, and the temporarily 
appropriated spaces used for collective action. However, while differential 
space is not a product of institutionalized settings of state power but one of 
grassroots activity and organization, it also relies on practices of representa-
tion in attempts to counteract neoliberal urbanism. 

In this light, I see differential space not as a specific place or site of struggle 
and contestation, but as a spatial act of contestation. As a space of praxis 
grounded in the appreciation of space by an individual, group, and community, 
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it performs civil, public, and democratic claims through collective and crea-
tive contestational practices. Differential space deploys both concrete 
measures (e.g., the use of public space to manifest viewpoints or confront de-
velopment stakeholders at certain events) and abstract measures (producing 
its own systems of knowledge and symbols to expose and counteract the ra-
tionalities and language of abstract space) for the purpose of contestation.  

Ultimately, I suggest that differential space’s position in relation to abstract 
space can be appreciated through five dichotomous principles that accentuate 
the dialectical and tensional relationships of social processes.  

the lived over the conceived (principle of social foundation) 
quality over quantity (principle of value) 
use over exchange value (principle of assessing value) 
tactics over strategies (principle of praxis) 
difference over homogeneity (principle of production) 

4.3 Concluding discussion 
The theoretical framework presented in this chapter is based on two theoretical 
strands. The first concerns a theory of neoliberalism, which I elaborated as a 
localized, hybrid, and variegated process of public policy and practice restruc-
turing with a view to establishing a market-based and territorially competitive 
urban development. This particular understanding of neoliberalism provides a 
more fluid framework than if neoliberalism is understood along the lines of 
complete market-rule supported by public deregulation (i.e. ‘roll-back neolib-
eralism’). However, additional theoretical elaborations (sections 4.1.1.1 and 
4.1.1.2) enabled an elucidation of the theory, as more defined social processes 
and sectors were identified as especially important for, and revealing of, ne-
oliberal localization. In this sense, research questions 1 and 2 (section 1.1), 
which specifically ask about the characteristics of neoliberalism at different 
levels of municipal urban development management, may be answered with 
reference to especially important municipal policies and practices, even 
though explanations of neoliberal hybridity include complex intersections of 
practices, values, interests, compromises, and so on.  

The theory concerning the social production of space, then, was integrated 
to support the empirical analysis in several respects. First, to understand how 
processes of neoliberal localization not only are spatially situated, but also 
enabled and conditioned by municipal inherited spatial landscapes. This re-
lates to how Sundbyberg’s historically produced spaces recently have been 
targeted by development projects and how these projects derive from certain 
social relations at the urban scale, not least signified by public-market rela-
tionships, land use patterns, and the growth of Greater Stockholm. Second, to 
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understand how objectives of neoliberal urban growth derived from new per-
spectives on space as a competitive asset, in the historical context of the public 
housing company’s hegemonic influence on municipal development and 
growth up until the 1980s. Here, the concept abstract space is especially im-
portant as it directs analytical focus to ideology, knowledge, and discourses 
that make neoliberalism a tool for urban restructuring. Third, to explain the 
dynamic relationship between a municipal project and local inhabitants’ coun-
ter-project in the development of Central Sundbyberg. Here, the concept dif-
ferential space is especially important as it directs analytical focus to how con-
testational practices expose contradictions of abstract space and neoliberal de-
velopment, and produce certain claims relating to competing spatial values as 
well as democratic influence in planning. In this sense, the theory of the social 
production of space also becomes a key tool to answer research question three. 
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5. Methods 

This chapter is concerned with the methods and methodological standpoints 
and procedures at the core of the research design of this thesis, as well as with 
the link between theory and the empirical data. The chapter aims to disclose 
all aspects that are important to understanding this thesis as a qualitative case 
study. It achieves this in five main sections. First, it describes the key princi-
ples of the case study design this thesis is grounded in. Thereby, building on 
descriptions in previous chapters, it clarifies how I approach Sundbyberg as 
an empirical case of municipal urban planning and development. Second and 
third, it provides information on the fieldwork process and the archival and 
register resources that have generated the empirical data analyzed in the thesis. 
Fourth, it describes how the empirical analysis has been conducted: its focal 
points and procedures. Finally, it explains how I have dealt with the ethical 
concerns during the course of research.  

5.1 Case study design 
I frame this research as a case study. From one standpoint, this might seem 
like a straightforward decision: case studies are fundamentally defined by the 
choice to direct attention to a single or few units of analysis in order to inves-
tigate a broader phenomenon. Defined places and neighborhoods, or adminis-
trative and geographical areas, are easy to pinpoint as such: as bounded 
units.216 In this light, Sundbybergs stad is, simply put, the empirical case I have 
chosen to explain municipal urban planning and development, the localization 
and hybridity of neoliberalism in these matters, and how these processes are 
conditioned and supported by the social relations of the municipal urban con-
text. These processes are, on the one hand, related to Sundbyberg in a spatial 
sense: Sundbyberg is a territory of differentiated, historically developed areas 
and places that each have particular patterns and characteristics of built envi-
ronments, land use arrangements, social activity, and everyday life. On the 
other hand, they are related to Sundbyberg as a municipality governing this 
territory: the political, administrative, and institutional governance of 
‘Sundbybergs stad’ (the name of the municipality). As such, the case repre-
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sents a complex organization that manages various tasks and duties in accord-
ance with the Swedish Local Government Act217 and, in matters of urban plan-
ning and development, with the Planning and Building Act.218 Thus, as de-
clared in the theoretical chapter, I analyze the localization and hybridity of 
neoliberalism in municipal planning and development as essential compo-
nents of the social production of space, implying the broader set of social re-
lations of the urban context that condition and support the narrower concern 
of municipal policy and practice. Ultimately, the conclusions supported by 
this analysis aim to contribute new knowledge concerning neoliberal urbanism 
in Swedish contexts and settings, in general, and on Swedish municipalities 
characterized by a social democratic historical praxis, in particular. 

This thesis, then, builds on a qualitative research design to account for ne-
oliberal localization in municipal urban planning and development as part of 
the social production of space. Qualitative research allows for in-depth inves-
tigations of how social things – relations, practices, events, organizations, and 
more – occur or develop in spatial and temporal contexts. It pays close atten-
tion to contextual, cultural, and historical specificity.219 In this sense, I have 
conducted research with a high sensitivity to contingency: I have analyzed the 
unique, and sometimes intricate and ambiguous, social aspects of my case to 
develop thick and nuanced descriptions of the, sometimes contradictory, com-
plexity of social processes and relations. In achieving this, I have utilized a 
mix of different methods and empirical sources. My goal has been to discover 
informal relations from the perspectives and with regard to the environments 
of those involved,220 as well as to “carry out research into the processes leading 
to results […] rather than into the ‘significance’ of the result themselves.”221 

The qualitative data drawn upon include interviews with individuals in their 
political, professional, or civil roles; textual and visual items that were col-
lected in municipal archives and registers; and ethnographic accounts of espe-
cially contestational practices of local activists. These methods and data have 
been chosen because they, when combined in an analysis, allow me to answer 
the thesis’ research questions pertaining the qualitative aspects of social pro-
cesses in urban planning and development. Interviews and textual and visual 
items essentially correspond to all research questions, while ethnographic 
methods have primarily been used to answer the third research question con-
cerning local activism. 

More specifically, interviews have been important in collecting infor-
mation on different qualitative aspects of municipal policies and practices in 
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urban planning and development, which are not necessarily communicated or 
observable in other data, such as municipal planning documents. Informants 
who have been directly engaged in or who closely observed development pro-
cesses from within have provided me with information on the motivations, 
rationales, and practices that most of the observations and arguments in this 
thesis derive from. Ethnography has been valuable as a method to observe 
activist activities in the civil sphere, especially by attending and taking notes 
on their regular meetings and activities aimed at contesting and influencing 
official development. Ethnography has thus provided me access to a process 
of contestation of significant importance to the biggest development project 
in Sundbyberg in decades. Municipal textual and visual items have been im-
portant to this thesis because they declare and represent official information, 
values, decisions, and intentions in municipal development. These have been 
analyzed both to collect general information and to analyze how municipally 
produced discourses represent spaces and development objectives to legiti-
mize and consolidate support for municipal investments in its territory. 

In this thesis, the data are primarily analyzed to discover within-case vari-
ation. Guided by the thesis’ aims and research questions, this variation is both 
diachronic and synchronic. The analysis manages diachronic variation in the 
sense that the thesis’ explains the paradigm shift in municipal urban planning 
and development in the 2000s and 2010s - how it constitutes a departure from 
a previously established social democratic praxis in these matters. Moreover, 
diachronic variation is analyzed within the defined instances and projects of 
urban development, which span over the course of years and consist of various 
phases. Different types of data, often originally generated at different points 
in time, have been pieced together to explore diachronic variations. Occasion-
ally, a single type of data has been used for this purpose too. One example of 
this is the comparative analysis of succeeding municipal comprehensive plans 
and planning programs, with the aim to lay bare the shifts in discourse and 
representations of space over the span of years and decades. Furthermore, 
quantitative data and statistics have been used, for example, to analyze how 
development practices have intersected with demographic factors and changes 
in a longitudinal perspective. 

This thesis accounts for synchronic variation in the sense that it explains 
the practices of different actors, as well as the processes of several independ-
ent development projects, at a single or limited point in time.222 For example, 
interview accounts with municipal public officials and local activists provide 
information on the practices that influence the contents and contexts of a de-
velopment project. These practices may be aligned with or in opposition to 
each other, dependent on the interests and aims of the actors involved. More-
over, textual and visual items provide information on competing discourses 
and representations of space at a specific point in time.  
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Thus, in summary, the collection and interlinking of different qualitative 
data have allowed me, with the use of my theoretical perspectives and con-
cepts, to explain the social practices, processes, and relations through which 
features of neoliberal localization have been observable. A research design 
that combines a greater number of data types, and uses well-defined theoreti-
cal concepts to explore within-case variation, has served to strengthen this 
thesis’ ‘credibility,’ meaning the trustworthiness and believability of the re-
search that supports its observations, arguments, and conclusions. In the the-
sis’ empirical analysis, data and sources are always presented and, when 
needed, contextualized, the goal being to be transparent about the origin of an 
experience, statement, depiction, or something else. In this sense, the aim has 
been to present “research that blends conceptualization with sufficient de-
scriptive detail to allow the reader to reach his or her own conclusions about 
the data and to judge the credibility of the researcher’s data and analysis.”223 

Ultimately, I recognize that the “force of example” generated by thick ac-
counts of qualitative case studies adds to the accumulated knowledge, even if 
this thesis’ findings cannot be naively generalized across geographical and 
cultural contexts.224 Given its perspective on neoliberalism as a localized and 
variegated phenomenon, the thesis’ concern is how variegation is produced in 
specific settings and instances of municipal urban planning and development, 
not the variegation per se. However, although the analyzed social practices 
and processes are highly specific for the case, the case study design is in-
tended, ultimately, to support this thesis’ explanations of a social phenomenon 
– neoliberalism – that transcends the situational case setting and empirical 
field – Sundbyberg – in which it becomes a visible object for research.225 

5.2 Fieldwork process and procedures 
Having explained the case study design, this section describes how the field-
work and collection of empirical data were conducted. The vast majority of 
all fieldwork, meaning the collection of data through interviews and observa-
tion of participants in the field away from my university and primary work-
station, was done in Sundbyberg in 2017 and 2018, with a smaller number of 
additional instances of interviewing and observation in 2016, 2019, and 2020. 
The first fieldwork occasion occurred on October 30 2016, when I attended a 
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public hearing – a questioning of political motives in municipal planning and 
development – in Central Sundbyberg. This hearing took place at 
Sundbyberg’s local theater, which is called Bristol, and was initiated by a local 
activist network that had emerged as a civil response to the municipal devel-
opment of Central Sundbyberg. This event introduced me to a major develop-
ment project – ‘the new urban core’ – and its associated controversy among 
local inhabitants. About six months earlier, they had begun organizing activi-
ties to try to influence decisions on land use arrangements within the project. 
In February 2017, I started collecting information on the activists’ activities. 

5.2.1 Conducting interviews 
At this first stage of my fieldwork, I adopted an explorative and open-ended 
approach when collecting data, which was organized around my interest in 
how municipal planning and development constitute a key phenomenon in the 
production of space in Sundbyberg. Gradually, as I began interpreting the data, 
I became convinced that a theoretical perspective on neoliberalism would be 
appropriate for analyzing and comparing certain features in municipal policy 
and practice. Thus, I eventually settled on the combined perspective that was 
presented in the theory chapter, following my iterative interpretations and 
analysis of my empirical data. 

The open-ended nature of my fieldwork is partly reflected in the interviews 
I have conducted, 37 in total. As evident in Appendix 1, and as part of an 
intentional strategy to introduce general themes but not specific categories and 
concepts, the adopted guide for semi-structured interviews with municipal 
politicians and professionals consists of distinctly open-ended questions on 
the topics of municipal planning and development and their interrelated pro-
jects. Themes and topics in the interview guide included, but were not limited 
to, how differentiated municipal areas are targeted by development, the role 
of politicians vis-à-vis experts and public officials, and the relationships be-
tween different actors in development.  

The questions in the guide used in interviews with inhabitants and local 
activists were worded differently and included partly different themes, but 
were also of an open, rather than closed, nature. These included, but were not 
limited to, the representational and symbolic meaning Sundbyberg has for 
them, how they relate to contemporary development and transformation of 
their place , and the tools and tactical practices the activist network utilizes to 
influence planning and development decisions. Thus, while an interviewer 
necessarily takes the course of conversation in a desired direction, not least 
through the use of an interview guide, I did my best not to make the inform-
ants’ accounts conform to my own preconceptions (for more on this topic, see 
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section 5.5 on ethical considerations).226 Appendix 2 lists all informants that 
contributed to this thesis. 

5.2.1.1 Professionals and politicians 
I aimed for both executive/managerial and administrative public officials 
when I selected interview informants holding municipal professional posi-
tions. This was done with a view to collecting a variety of observations, expe-
riences, and potentially conflicting viewpoints from different organizational 
and hierarchical positions. The vast majority of informants have played im-
portant roles in the planning and development projects and processes this the-
sis explains. A smaller number of informants primarily provided general in-
formation on overarching features and strategies in urban development. To 
identify potential informants, I queried informants I had already established 
contact with and investigated municipal planning and development documents 
as well as other textual items to locate individuals involved in these processes. 
Emails have been the most used means to contact informants and request in-
terviews, but I have occasionally also telephoned informants and approached 
them at certain events.  

In total, 18 interviews were conducted with individuals who are doing or 
have done professional work for Sundbybergs stad. Interviewed municipal 
professionals with administrative positions were predominantly municipal 
public planners, dealing with spatial, urban planning. They also include a plan-
ner working in the public housing company, as well as a smaller number of 
informants with other expertise (e.g., architecture and communication). In-
formants with executive/managerial positions were employed in municipal 
administrations, companies, and projects with a focus on land use arrange-
ments, building, housing, and other matters central to urban development. 
Both administrative and executive/managerial informants were selected to 
collect first-hand experiences and accounts from individuals who have been 
engaged and influential in planning, development, land use policies, and so 
on.  

The four interviewed political representatives have been highly influential 
in determining and establishing overarching urban strategies during different 
periods in the 2000s and 2010s. They have been politically responsible and 
involved in all three major development projects in focus in this thesis. These 
four informants have played, in total, five roles as political majority leader, 
chairperson and vice chairperson of the municipal executive board, political 
secretary for the chairperson of the municipal executive board, and the head 
of the planning and building committee. Additionally, I conducted two inter-
views with CEOs of private real estate developer companies with major de-
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velopment contracts in Sundbyberg. My goal here was to understand the ex-
periences of and motivations for investing in land and built environments in 
Sundbyberg specifically (that is, as one of many municipalities in Stockholm 
County), as well as to collect information on how the municipality approaches 
and collaborates with market actors in matters of urban development. Moreo-
ver, these interviews were conducted to collect information on specific devel-
opment projects that included these private companies. Finally, to collect in-
formation on how urban planning, development, and growth in Sundbyberg 
relates to the urban dynamics of the Greater Stockholm region, one interview 
was conducted with a representative for Stockholm Chamber of Commerce.  

5.2.1.2 Local inhabitants and activists 
The final category of informants includes those living in Sundbyberg227, and 
who are participants in local contestational practices to influence the afore-
mentioned development project in Central Sundbyberg. The 11 informants in 
this category were selected for their participation in (nine informants) and ex-
pressed sympathy for (two informants) the local activist network. Because I 
conducted ethnographic observations of activist activities, I could easily re-
quest interviews with the most engaged and dedicated participants. They are 
long-term inhabitants who live in both rental and tenant-owned apartment 
buildings in Sundbyberg, and have both working and middle-class back-
grounds. Four are female and seven are male, and all aged 50–70 years.  

This selection is based on the assumption that these informants represent a 
significant group in Central Sundbyberg’s population. On the one hand, they 
are a group of individuals who inhabited Central Sundbyberg in the latter half 
of the 20th century, the 2000s, and 2010s, thereby embodying experiences of 
and historical bonds to their space of habitation. Moreover, they adopt a criti-
cal perspective on the development and land use proposals of the new urban 
core project, which seek to comprehensively renew the most central parts of 
the area. As the 2016 public consultation round for the planning program pro-
duced within the project expressed, the activist network received a great deal 
of sympathy from municipal inhabitants for their criticism of municipal de-
velopment proposals, as well as for their alternative proposals for land use 
arrangements.228 Thus, these interviews were conducted to understand two 
things. First, how the informants’ personal experiences and motivations relate 
to their place of residence (Central Sundbyberg) as a particular social space 
targeted by municipal urban development and affected by broader urban trans-
formation (e.g., relating to the structural changes in population, social, and 

                               
227 With, to my knowledge, one exception: a former long-term resident now living in another 
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spatial characteristics). Second, how the activist network has conducted con-
testational practices in an effort to influence some of the core decisions and 
principles of Central Sundbyberg’s development. 

I conducted walking interviews with five of these informants, my goal be-
ing to try to understand the former aspect. These walking interviews were in-
spired by what in the methodological literature are called go- or walk-
alongs.229 My informants walked with me in Central Sundbyberg230 along a 
route they freely chose, and they were encouraged to communicate what 
places mean to them, and what they perceive and experience of public life and 
urban spaces, in real time during the walks. The walking interviews resulted 
in photos my informants took of especially meaningful places to them, audio 
recordings of their verbal communication, and maps I drew post-interview of 
our walked routes. Overall, these walking interviews have been complemen-
tary to the semi-structured interviews in disclosing how the urban spaces of 
Central Sundbyberg are meaningful and valuable to those who inhabit them 
in everyday life.  

The information generated through interviews helped me to understand the 
reasons local inhabitants engage in activism and contest official municipal de-
velopment practices and, on the theoretical level, to analyze tensions between 
abstract space and differential space. The interviews have thereby deepened 
my understanding of how neoliberal development can be, at least to some ex-
tent, successfully contested when challenged by grassroots opposition, as 
chapter 10 will explain. All conducted interviews have also helped me to ex-
plore what makes Central Sundbyberg a particular social space for its inhab-
itants. However, after decisions to limit the empirical scope of and follow a 
consistent main thread throughout the thesis, the thesis maintains a focus on 
municipal urban planning and development processes. Therefore, descriptions 
of phenomenological experiences of space are, at a few occasions, presented 
in the empirical analysis to support observations and arguments concerning 
such processes. 

5.2.2 Conducting ethnographic observations  
I have conducted ethnographic observations in my attempt to better account 
for the activists’ contestational practices, to collect first-hand accounts on 
planning and development activities, and to experience the built environments 
and everyday life in Sundbyberg. Most of the observations focused on the 
practices of the activist network. I most often attended so-called ‘coordination 
meetings’ held by the most engaged activists. At these meetings, they dis-
cussed the unfolding of events and municipal practices within the new urban 
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core project, briefed each other on their recent activities, planned how to in-
fluence official planning and development decisions and proposals, and pre-
pared for public actions. I experienced no obstacles to gaining access to these 
coordination meetings. Early in the course of my fieldwork, at the beginning 
of 2017, I established contact with one of the most engaged participants, who 
generously provided a summary of events in the new urban core project and 
their practices of contestation up until that point. This participant then invited 
me join the regular coordination meetings, which I did for the first time in 
February 2017. In total, I observed 13 coordination meetings, which often 
lasted 1.5–2 hours, and the number of participants was regularly between 7–
10 individuals, but up to 30 participants occasionally gathered in preparation 
for a public action.  

As a researcher and fieldworker, I sought to maintain as neutral a role as 
possible to explore several sides of the development process and interviewed 
individuals who, within this process, represented different roles, both institu-
tional and non-institutional. As for the coordination meetings specifically, this 
meant that I overtly, yet silently, observed activists in my role as a doctoral 
student and researcher. Thereby, I sought not to contribute to discussions and 
the planning of activities as a participant among other participants, but main-
tained a clear status and role as someone observing, yet not participating in 
the discussions. I always made sure all present participants recognized my 
status as an observing doctoral student (which I recognize was, for them, more 
or less equivalent to the status of a researcher; ‘the researcher’ was also a 
nickname given me by a few activists). I informed them that I was present at 
the meetings and studied their activities because of their activism in relation 
to the new urban core project. In discussions of activist topics and, generally, 
between the informal conversations connected to greetings and good-byes, I 
was very rarely addressed by other participants and could therefore maintain 
my role as an observer. I did, however, establish personal bonds with a couple 
of individuals engaged in the activist network, and in a few instances met with 
them outside organized activities.  

Thus, while I cannot conclude that my presence was without influence, my 
perception is that interference was kept to a minimum. During the coordina-
tion meetings, which I always audio-recorded with the participants’ permis-
sion, I used my laptop to write down observational notes, including the topics 
under discussion and at which minute they occurred, as well as personal re-
flections to be drawn upon at the point of analysis.231 In a similar manner, I 
observed all four public actions initiated by the activist network in the period 
2016–2018 at public sites in Sundbyberg. These sites include the local theatre 

                               
231 Juliet Corbin & Anselm Strauss (2008), Basics of Qualitative Research. Techniques and 
Procedures for Developing Grounded Theory. 3e, p. 124 
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Bristol, the town square Sundbybergs torg, and the People’s House.232 Ulti-
mately, my hope and intention are that this thesis will contribute with 
knowledge and insights that, in one way or another, benefit the network par-
ticipants and serve as a testament to their practices, dedicated engagement, 
and affection for their place of residence. 

Other ethnographic observations focused on municipally arranged events. 
Most often, I observed municipal breakfast seminars, hosted for local busi-
nesses233 to inform them about various topics relating to the development of 
the municipality. These provided occasions to collect information on, for ex-
ample, how the chairperson of the municipal executive board and the head of 
the planning and building committee publicly address matters of municipal 
urban development. My ethnographic observations furthermore included pub-
lic exhibitions and meetings for the presentation of planning items and devel-
opment strategies by the municipality and other actors, such as real estate de-
velopers and The Swedish Transport Administration (a governance partner in 
the new urban core project). Besides the general information these events pro-
vided, my observations of them have been helpful in forming an impression 
of how official stakeholders – not least political leaders– represent and talk 
about municipal planning and development. 

Finally, during my numerous visits to Sundbyberg in these ethnographic 
matters234, I continuously observed and formed impressions of public and so-
cial life, and the transformation of the built environment. These observations 
usually generated in-situ sketch notes, besides experiences generated over the 
course of years of fieldwork. When I visited Sundbyberg for an interview, to 
observe activists’ activities, or something else, I directed attention to everyday 
public life, and the built environments and their ongoing transformation, in 
order to accumulate experiences on the characteristics of Sundbyberg as a so-
cial space. To supplement these visits, I also made dedicated visits to areas in 
Sundbyberg (Central Sundbyberg, Rissne, Hallonberg, Ör, Stora Ursvik, and 
Duvbo) to observe the differentiated urban spaces of the municipality, which 
resulted in more formalized notes and a collection of photographs. Generally, 
I took slow walks around the areas and used my smartphone to take notes. I 
hereby present two fieldnote excerpts to exemplify contents of my observa-
tions, taken in Hallonbergen (2018-04-20, at the area’s central district) and 
Central Sundbyberg (2018-04-25, at the site Signalfabriken, containing 
mainly commercial establishments). 

                               
232 In Swedish: Folkets hus 
233 I always registered for seminars as an employee of Uppsala University before attending, 
meanwhile there was no practical obstacle to any curious person who wished to attend the sem-
inars, held at a large local restaurant locale. 
234 Because I, during the course of my fieldwork, lived in the neighboring municipality Solna, 
a visit to Sundbyberg was no more than a short journey with public transportation.  
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Obvious how Hallonbergen’s central district is planned for automobile traffic. 
The parking lots are full of cars and there is a big turnaround for buses. The 
north side has a few establishments where some senior people have gathered 
to enjoy the sunshine. The football pitch close by is used by kids playing foot-
ball, whose sound and movement contribute a sense of humanity to this place. 
The people I see that seemingly are of Swedish ethnic background are all older, 
while those with seemingly foreign background are of mixed ages. The lamella 
houses on the other side contribute some airiness and openness to the place. 

Signalfabriken is a windy spot, with roughly 90% of its surfaces shadowed. 
Only a few people in movement. Commerce is also very calm. [The restaurant] 
has a number of guests but is far from full. Signalfabriken gives me more of a 
‘trapped’ than a ‘continental’ feeling. 

5.3 Archival and register resources 
This thesis also relies on archival and register resources. These consist of var-
ious documents, plans, maps, records, minutes, and other bearers of written 
and visual language, produced as part of the historical and contemporary po-
litical and administrative practices in Sundbyberg. Two archives and one reg-
ister have been sourced: the historical archive of Sundbyberg’s folklore soci-
ety and town museum, the municipal archive, and the municipal online diary 
register. The town museum provided me with documentary data of the histor-
ical development of Central Sundbyberg (1870s–present). These data are of 
various kinds, including photos and texts displayed in exhibitions, historical 
artifacts, documents, and more. The municipal archive provided me with offi-
cial municipal documents and other complementary data that have been part 
of the planning and development of Hallonbergen (1970s, 2000s and 2010s), 
Stora Ursvik (2000s and 2010s), and Central Sundbyberg (2000s and 2010s).  

The municipal online diary register has been instrumental to accessing doc-
uments and items that are official outputs of more recent planning and devel-
opment (2010s). The register, which is easily accessed on Sundbybergs stad’s 
official webpage, provides a search engine to explore and collect documents 
produced in municipal political and administrative practices. Especially by 
means of diary errands and their associated reference numbers,235 which clus-
ter documents belonging to, for example, a specific urban development project 
or a specific part of its process, the register has been helpful in finding key 
items in municipal development. Like data from the physical municipal ar-
chive, these items have provided general information on topics important to 
the study and been analyzed both for their function as items (e.g., a contract 
or an outlined strategy) and for their representations of space (depicting urban 
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spaces and their differently valued aspects). In total, I have explored and ana-
lyzed over 40 dairy errands in the municipal archive and online register, each 
containing a significant number of items.  

In addition to these publicly accessible documents, informants have pro-
vided me with documents that have been produced or circulated in municipal 
administrative processes, yet that are not officially registered and institution-
alized. These include presentation materials, memos, briefings, development 
proposals, calculations, and other types of materials produced ‘behind the 
scenes.’ They provide important information on how events and practices un-
folded in, especially, the new urban core project, and have been complemen-
tary to archival and register documents in the analysis. In total, 43 documents 
of this sort were provided to me by informants. As with official documents, 
the unofficial documents used in the thesis are listed in the reference section. 

5.3.1 Complementary resources 
Various other types of textual, visual, and descriptive items have additionally 
been drawn upon. Essentially, they are of three kinds. First, literature on dif-
ferent periods of Sundbyberg’s history, primarily with a focus on municipal 
and administrative processes, built environments, and the characteristics of 
everyday life. These include, for example, a three-piece volume on 
Sundbyberg’s spatial and administrative development (mainly from the 1870s 
onwards) written by the founder of Sundbyberg’s folklore society, and a co-
written book by a former municipal representative and public housing com-
pany CEO on the development of Sundbyberg’s post-war residential areas. 
Second, news media outlets, such as local newspapers in Sundbyberg and 
branch magazines on real estate and housing, have been important to my col-
lection of information on various topics and instances in urban development, 
and to exploring the accounts of political representatives, developers, and 
other stakeholders regarding these matters. Third, the GeoSweden database236, 
which consists of geotagged and longitudinal (period 1991–2017) register 
data, as well as other statistical data and reports published or provided by Sta-
tistics Sweden, Sundbybergs stad, and Region Stockholm, have allowed me 
to identify longitudinal trends in population characteristics and housing tenure 
at fine-grained levels. In the empirical analysis in this thesis, these resources 
are drawn upon to complement and contextualize the observations extracted 
from primary data. 

                               
236 Register of property information (2017). Administrated by The Swedish Cadastral and Land 
Registration Authority (included in the database GeoSweden for the Institute for Housing and 
Urban Research); The income and tax register (2018). Administered by Statistics Sweden (in-
cluded in the database GeoSweden for the Institute for Housing and Urban Research)  
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5.4 Focus of the empirical analysis 
Thus far, I have described the case study design of the research that informed 
this thesis, as well as the processes of collecting the primary data drawn upon 
in the empirical analysis and conclusions. Building on these descriptions, this 
section describes the procedures and focus of empirical analysis. In doing this, 
it aims to elucidate how theory, case design, and data are linked together in 
methodology and analytical practice. 

When working with my collected empirical data, I used the qualitative anal-
ysis software Nvivo to organize, categorize, and analyze them. I relied on 
Nvivo’s functions to create themes and codes for selected sentences and par-
agraphs in documents and interview transcripts and to compare them for 
words and phrases, but I surely did not use all of the options offered by the 
software in this regard. Occasionally, I also relied on a combination of regular 
Word documents and Nvivo to analyze texts and take notes. Except for five 
interviews transcribed by a professional resource, I have transcribed all inter-
views, with a view to naturally probing their information and generating ideas. 
All interview transcripts are in Swedish, and I have translated the interview 
quotes presented in this thesis into English. On these occasions, I used the 
original audio file to ensure that the translated quotes corresponded to the ac-
counts of my informants. In cases when terms or sentences were dubious, mis-
leading, or grammatically incorrect and I, therefore, modified them slightly to 
improve readability, information concerning this is provided in the quotes’ 
footnotes. 

Empirical data have been alternately compared and analyzed to map out 
chains of practices and events, the relationships between actors, and so on. 
This line of analysis has generally followed the clues given by the terminology 
‘paradigm’ in qualitative and grounded theory research, which identify three 
components – conditions, (inter)actions, and consequences  – to identify rela-
tionships between contextual factors and process.237  In this endeavor, I have 
constantly compared incidents in the data with other incidents to differentiate 
categories and themes, and to identify the properties and dimensions specific 
to them.238 It is through such procedures that I, e.g., have analyzed and drawn 
conclusions regarding moments of neoliberal localization in municipal urban 
development, and how the social production of space corresponds to condi-
tions, (inter)actions and consequences in the urban context.  

Analytical practice has generally relied on different types of data to elabo-
rate arguments and arrive at conclusions.239 The analysis has been constantly 
iterative owing to the interplay of empirical information and theories: I have 

                               
237 Juliet Corbin & Anselm Strauss (2008), Basics of Qualitative Research. Techniques and 
Procedures for Developing Grounded Theory. 3e, p. 89 
238 Ibid. p. 73 
239 Martyn Hammersley & Paul Atkinson (2007), Ethnography. Principles in Practice. Third 
Edition, p. 159 
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alternated between posing sensitizing questions to my data (What are the is-
sues and concerns? Who are the actors involved and how and with what con-
sequences are they acting?) and theoretical questions (What are the structural 
features of processes and events? What are the relationships between con-
cepts?).240 This reflexive practice led, for example, to an increased emphasis 
on neoliberal features in social processes during the course of data analysis, 
while other concepts and categories were downplayed somewhat.241 This iter-
ative aspect has left marks in the empirical and final conclusion chapters: ob-
servations and findings lead me to discuss meanings and implications of uti-
lized perspectives and concepts. 

Furthermore, the empirical settings in which the collected data have been 
generated have been taken into account.242 There is a difference between in-
formation collected, for example, in-situ in naturally occurring events or offi-
cial planning items, and information collected in constructed situations like an 
interview.243 This means, as touched upon earlier, that official textual and vis-
ual items have been analyzed with concern for the type of artifact they consti-
tute and function as, and that the interview transcripts have been analyzed with 
concern for the role and position an informant has or has had in planning and 
development processes. When I have found that such information is contextu-
ally important to the explanations I provide in the empirical chapters, I have 
accounted for such information. 

The settings, functions, and constitution of empirical data are especially 
important when analyzing discursive representations of space. As previously 
described in the theoretical chapter, representing space constitutes a key func-
tion in planning practice, a moment of creative destruction of neoliberal local-
ization (‘re-representing the urban’), and an integral part of the systems of 
knowledge that underpin abstract space and its relationship to differential 
space. Thus, to systematically identify and analyze representations of urban 
space in empirical data in accordance with my theoretical perspectives and 
concepts, I have derived inspiration from and been guided by the policy anal-
ysis approach “What’s The Problem?” suggested by Carol Lee Bacchi. I have 
analyzed the ways in which social and urban problems are represented, the 
assumptions that support such representations, and their impact on social prac-
tices and processes. I have especially derived inspiration from this specific 
approach to account for tensions and competing viewpoints on urban matters 
that are visible and effective as representations of space. 
                               
240 Juliet Corbin & Anselm Strauss (2008), p. 72 
241 For example, in previous iterations, Lefebvre’s ‘spatial triad’ (including spatial practice, 
representations of space, and representational spaces) was my primary conceptual toolset. 
While remaining concepts in this final thesis, their heuristic value is mainly related to their 
relationship to the key concepts abstract space and differential space.  
242 Martyn Hammersley & Paul Atkinson (2007), Ethnography. Principles in Practice. Third 
Edition, pp. 128–133 
243 David Silverman (2005), Doing Qualitative Research. A Practical Handbook. Second Edi-
tion, pp. 119–120 
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A What’s The Problem? approach agrees that policy is ‘strategic and political 
process’ but sees the battle not simply at the level of wanting or resisting a 
particular policy initiative, but at the level of constituting the shape of the is-
sues to be considered. […] Part of the task in a What’s The Problem? approach 
is teasing out the presuppositions and assumptions in competing interpreta-
tions, and commenting on them.244 [Emphasis in original] 

While I keep the key focus on represented problems from this approach, I pay 
equal attention to represented solutions, propositions, and visions. The items 
and communicative instances I analyze contain information on how urban 
spaces are problematic with respect to both their spatial constitution and ma-
terial environments and their constitutive social activities and patterns. In ad-
dition, items and communicative instances contain information on how these 
are to be solved and managed in accordance with certain strategies and visions 
in urban development, which are also represented in the materials.  

Consequently, representations of space have been analyzed by recognizing 
the settings, functions, and constitutions of the data and sources in which they 
are observable, besides the general information they provide on social prac-
tices, processes, and so on.245 For example, several municipal comprehensive 
plans, which represent the municipal long-term, strategic intentions for land 
use during different periods, have been analyzed to trace shifts in discourses 
and representations. This analysis was conducted under the assumption that 
these plans reflect certain rationalities and values that legitimize and justify 
certain strategies and decisions in municipal development. With the same 
principle, local activists’ contestational practices, which have produced repre-
sentations to challenge official representations, have been analyzed. 

Other types of bearers of language (plans, reports, minutes, protocols) con-
tain representations as well, even if they, as items, are not produced specifi-
cally to present and justify strategies, policies, and decisions. Moreover, eth-
nographic and interview accounts have been viewed as potential sources in 
attempts to identify representations of space. However, in line with the ana-
lytical procedure, I have maintained a distinction between accounts collected 
in-situ in naturally occurring events, where representations of space are part 
of a social practice independent of my actions, and those I have gathered 
through situations I intervened in or arranged, such as an interview. In line 
with the general principles of ‘triangulation,’ I aimed to “relate different sorts 
of data in such a way as to counteract various possible threats to the [credibil-
ity] of [the] analysis” and, ultimately, to the thesis’ arguments and conclu-
sions.246 Naturally, this does not only concern representations: the empirical 

                               
244 Carol Lee Bacchi (1999), Woman, Policy and Politics. The Construction of Policy Problems, 
pp. 1–13 
245 Martyn Hammersley & Paul Atkinson (2007), Ethnography. Principles in Practice. Third 
Edition, p. 181 
246 See: Martyn Hammersley & Paul Atkinson (2007), Ethnography. Principles in Practice. 
Third Edition, p. 184  
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analysis has been supported by the way I have interrelated different empirical 
data to find the most plausible and nuanced explanations of social processes 
in municipal urban planning. 

Finally, adopting these general procedures and a contextual awareness, the 
analysis of empirical data  has centered on a few major urban development 
projects in which planning and development have been practically executed. 
Figure 7 introduces the projects, their year of initiation, and their associated 
sites, areas, and official register numbers. While a precondition for the case 
study design is the variation and differentiation among these projects concern-
ing their objectives, development arrangements, targeted municipal areas, and 
so on, I identify them as ‘projects’ due to certain features central to their place- 
and scale-specific institutional forms.247 The projects analyzed in this thesis 
constitute specific and cohesive instances of urban planning and development, 
which have or will have great influence on Sundbyberg’s urban transfor-
mation. As such, they include dedicated planning efforts, processes, items, 
land use policies, organizational units, and partnerships, and they generate an 
observable or estimated248 impact on urban space, social life, and demographic 
patterns. They, in other words, are the means through which the municipality 
develops urban space.  

                               
247 Neil Brenner (2004), New State Spaces: Urban Governance and the Rescaling of Statehood, 
p. 216 
248 Only two of the projects, Signalfrabriken and Swedbank Headquarter, have been completely 
finalized.  
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Figure 7. Summary of development projects analyzed in this thesis to explain 
Sundbybergs stad’s urban planning and development in the 2000s and 2010s. 

Thus, it is mainly with reference to the practices, processes, and actor relations 
of these projects that I identify within-case variation and draw conclusions on 
how neoliberal localization unfolds through destructive and creative moments, 
and how Sundbyberg is produced as a social space.249 Accounts from inter-
views, ethnographic observations, and textual and visual items also contribute, 
and are sometimes dedicated to, information on general strategies, cultures, 
trajectories, perceptions, and representations, and so on, in urban develop-
ment. For example, Chapter 6, the first empirical chapter, is foremost con-

                               
249 John Gerring (2007), Case Study Research: Principles and Practices, p. 21 

Project signifier Year 
of ini-
tiation 

Site Area Associated 
register 
numbers 

Fördjupad Översikts-
plan Rissne, Hallon-
bergen och Ör 

2000 Rissne, Hal-
lonberg, Ör 

Rissne, Hal-
lonberg, Ör 

DNR 
324/2000-
212 

Fördjupad Översik-
tsplan Stora Ursvik 

2003 Stora Ursvik Stora Ursvik DNR 
5/2004-214 
DNR 
354/2008 
DNR SMN-
0450/2008 

Signalfabriken 2009 Quarter 
Plåten 

Centrala 
Sundbyberg 

DNR 
799/2009-
213 
DNR 
799/2009-
214 

Bank headquarter 2011 Landsvägen 
46 

Centrala 
Sundbyberg 

DNR 
979/2010-
214 

Sundbybergs Nya 
Stadskärna – The New 
Urban Core 

2014 Sundbybergs 
centrum 

Centrala 
Sundbyberg 

TRV 
2912/35309 
KS-
0135/2013 
KS-
0060/2015 
 

Kvalitetspro-
gram/Säljprospekt 
Hallonbergen 

2016 Hallonbergen 
centrum 

Hallonber-
gen 

KS-
0456/2016 
KS-
0692/2017 
KS-
0002/2017 

Umami Park 2017 Quarter Fre-
den Större 

Hallonber-
gen 

KS-
0046/2015 
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cerned with the central and strategic municipal practice and policy reconfigu-
ration. Building on this chapter, subsequent empirical chapters focus on the 
urban planning and development processes that are a part of area-specific pro-
jects. It is through the combined and comparative analysis of the situated pro-
cesses and practices of these projects250, which function as implementations of 
a broader municipal strategy for urban growth, that I ultimately answer this 
thesis’ research questions and arrive at significant interpretations about the 
social processes that sustain Sundbyberg’s recent and ongoing urbanization.251 

5.5 Ethical considerations  
Throughout my research and work with this thesis, I have sought to maintain 
a high level of ethical conduct in line with the principles of good research 
practice provided by the Swedish Research Council.252 Considering the chro-
nology of the research process, this was firstly reflected in my fieldwork when 
establishing relationships with informants and requesting their informed con-
sent. On these occasions, for example when requesting interviews, I described 
the focus and objectives of my research, why that specific person has been 
invited to an interview, and how the information provided by the informant 
will be handled. I also informed the informants of their right to withdraw their 
participation after the interview, which, however, informants never did. As 
part of this procedure, I asked for permission to make an audio-recording – 
which was always granted – and gave an information letter to the informant 
that addressed these topics and provided contact information for my main su-
pervisor and myself. 

I became aware early on that the description of my research constituted a 
balancing act. I strived to be as specific as I could be concerning its focus and 
objectives at the current stage of my fieldwork, but general enough so that the 
description would not be unsuitable at later stages of analysis and when writ-
ing up the results, when limitations in empirical and analytical scope and other 
issues were to be handled. I moreover recognized that a balance must be struck 
when introducing certain topics and themes and their corresponding semantic 
and conceptual categories, so as to avoid making the conversations conform 
to specific abstractions and understandings.253 In this sense, I sought not to 
introduce categories such as ‘neoliberalism’ or ‘gentrification’ to my inform-

                               
250 Bill Gillham (2000), Case Study Research Methods, p. 11 
251 Juliet Corbin & Anselm Strauss (2008), Basics of Qualitative Research. Techniques and 
Procedures for Developing Grounded Theory. 3e, p. 101 
252 The Swedish Research Council (2017), Good Research Practice 
253 Martyn Hammersley & Paul Atkinson (2007), Ethnography. Principles in Practice. Third 
Edition, pp. 210–11 
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ants when describing my research or to introduce topics in interviews, but in-
stead aimed to encourage my informants to communicate their experiences 
and perceptions using their own words and categories.   

The question of informed consent was a bit trickier when I was conducting 
ethnographic observations of local activists’ coordination meetings.  Even if I 
operated as an overt and not covert observer, these events did not resemble an 
researcher-arranged interview situation, but an event occurring irrespective of 
my presence. The coordination meetings were not ‘closed’ events per se; on 
the contrary, anyone who wanted to join in and support the network’s cause 
was more than welcome to. However, arrangements within the network were 
non-institutional and semi-private in nature and appearance, which made them 
different from, for example, municipally arranged events I attended. My strat-
egy was to introduce myself at these meetings to all present participants on 
the occasions I suspected a participant might not be fully informed about my 
research. Before meetings started, I asked if I could have the floor and provide 
information about myself, the reason I was there, and the general themes of 
my research. I also asked whether they were comfortable with this setup and 
with me audio-recording the meeting, which never proved to be a problem.  

To minimize potential harm and negative effects of participating in my re-
search, the names of the informants are not used in this thesis. Instead, they 
are presented with an index code that, in Appendix 2, is aligned with a signifier 
of their key function and role in the matters under study. The signifiers are 
general enough so as not to be linked to a specific identity, but limited enough 
so that the reader understands the informants’ functions and roles and can dif-
ferentiate between them. As emphasized earlier, certain information about in-
formants with professional and political roles is occasionally presented in the 
text to contextualize and support the observations and arguments made in the 
empirical chapters. This results in, for example, an informant perhaps being 
presented as a public planner in a section about a specific instance of planning, 
to which he or she has contributed professional work and expertise.254 As my 
information letter describes, I cannot ensure that outsiders will not be able to 
make qualified guesses as to the identity of the informants who have contrib-
uted to this thesis. However, I strove to keep informants as anonymous as pos-
sible without neglecting the information they volunteered to provide for my 
research. For this purpose, all audio files and transcripts have been stored 
safely and accessed only by me, save those transcripts that were professionally 
transcribed. 

Although I do not consider the connection of topics and themes, and of 
methodological procedures and empirical sources, to be especially sensitive 
from ethical standpoints, the development and transformation of urban space 
is, as this thesis explains, always a political issue. This thesis’ topics and 

                               
254 I see this as less of a problem for informants who chose their role as a political representative, 
as they are or have been public persons in this capacity. 
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themes relate to a demographic change that resembles a shift in social class in 
the municipal population. It includes perspectives from various organizational 
and societal positions (either within public/municipal, market, or civil 
spheres). Moreover, the frictional relationship – in the view of many but not 
all people – between Central Sundbyberg as a transforming space and a lived 
space is a key aspect of the thesis, because it is in this frictional relationship 
that local activism emerged. In this sense, the high ethical standards I have 
sought to maintain were grounded in my awareness that the topics I research 
matter to, and potentially have an impact on, people in their everyday lives (as 
civilians, professionals, or politicians).  

Nevertheless, political representatives and professional public officials 
never seemed reluctant or shy to address the means and ‘achievements’ of 
municipal urban development and growth. Instead, their accounts often re-
flected a sense of success and accomplishment with regard to the contempo-
rary urban trajectory of Sundbyberg. Similarly, inhabitants and activists gen-
erously shared their perceptions: what they treasure in Sundbyberg as a social 
space and setting of their everyday lives, in what way they think municipal 
development is problematic, and how and why they engage in contestational 
practices. Generally, during the course of my fieldwork, I constantly experi-
enced a sense of trust on the part of my informants. Interviews never took a 
turn into topics that they seemed uncomfortable with; only at one point did an 
informant ask me to turn off my audio-recorder to share an experience he 
wished to inform me about but not be connected to in any publications. I nat-
urally respected his wish and, moreover, saw it as a sign of having established 
trust.  

The topics addressed in interviews, and my interest in them, generated a 
feeling of positive engagement with my informants independent of their rela-
tionship to Sundbyberg. Informants consistently showed not only an interest 
in, but also an appreciative recognition and understanding of, why I was stud-
ying urban development in Sundbyberg. Suffice it to say, they, like me, rec-
ognized Sundbyberg as a ‘smorgasbord’ – as a rich offering of observable and 
interesting phenomena – for investigating social processes of urban planning 
and development. 
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6. The municipal initiation of a new paradigm 
in urban planning and development 

This chapter explains the policies and practices that supported the initiation 
and unfolding of a new paradigm in urban planning and development in 
Sundbyberg. It focuses on the shift from a People’s home-oriented paradigm, 
which prevailed in urban planning and development in Sundbyberg through-
out the post-war decades until the 1980s, to a paradigm infused with neoliberal 
features. This is linked to the deregulatory transformation of national housing 
institutional infrastructures of the 1990s, and both a national and a municipal 
economic crisis. In contrast to the subsequent three chapters of empirical anal-
ysis, which focus on area-specific projects of urban development, this chapter 
introduces the key features of central and strategic municipal policy and prac-
tice, identifying both explicit and implicit features of neoliberalism in its struc-
tural localization in municipal sectors in the 2000s and 2010s. 

In section 6.1, a historical description is provided, which builds on the his-
torical background in chapter 2 and further explains the dominant role of 
Sundbyberg’s public housing company in the second half of the 20th century. 
In section 6.2, three processes of neoliberal localization are explained. The 
first process concerns how municipal institutional infrastructures were recon-
figured to develop administrative capacities to execute new political directives 
and build relationships with market actors. The second process concerns how 
the municipal public housing company was partly dismantled, and partly as-
signed new directives and functions, as part of this institutional reconfigura-
tion. The third process concerns how recent municipal comprehensive plans 
mobilized entrepreneurial discourses that broke with the planning objectives 
and represented values found in earlier comprehensive plans. Finally, in sec-
tion 6.3, a concluding discussion on the municipal initiation and unfolding of 
a new paradigm, is provided. 



 

 102 

6.1 The 20th century legacy in urban planning and 
development: Sundbybergs stad’s public housing 
company Förvaltaren 
In the 1930–40s, at a time when national housing policies increasingly became 
part of general, long-term welfare policies, the establishment of public hous-
ing companies255 was an integral part of a nation-state agenda to support and 
stabilize housing production in Sweden. New national housing policies, for 
which the People’s Home256 was an ideological leitmotif, were adopted in a 
period when residential housing was in short supply and deteriorating, over-
crowding was severe, and when the market economy was considered not to 
fully cater to a functional housing market. Municipalities became key actors 
in national housing strategies. They were given the responsibility to own or 
administer public housing companies under certain conditions, e.g., relating 
to revision and the dividend on capital, and to benefits such as dedicated loans 
provided by the nation-state. Such decentralizing reforms were interlinked 
with several other public interventions and support systems to produce sym-
biotic effects with the establishment of public housing companies. These in-
clude credit structures available for both public and private actors’ invest-
ments, provided certain demands were met concerning housing standards, rent 
control, reformed charters to support new housing production, housing subsi-
dies for families, and, not least, institutionalization of the municipal planning 
monopoly.257  

 
an open town, not yet con-
solidated  
we build together 
its light radiates up 
toward the loneliness of 
outer space 
 

(en öppen stad, ej än befäs-
tad 
bygger vi gemensamt 
dess ljus slår upp 
mot rymdens ensamhet) 
 

                               
255 Alternatively, they can be referred to as ’common benefit companies’ in accordance with 
the Swedish term ’allmännytta.’ 
256 On this notion, see: Eva Rudberg (1992), Folkhemmets byggande; Jan Larsson (1994), Hem-
met vi ärvde; Karin Grundström & Irene Molina (2016), ”From Folkhem to lifestyle housing in 
Sweden: Segregation and urban form, 1930s–2010s,” International Journal of Housing Policy, 
16:3, 316–336 
257 Swedish National Board of Housing, Building and Planning (2007), Bostadspolitiken – 
Svensk politik för boende, byggande och planering under 130 år, pp. 49–79; Swedish National 
Board of Housing, Building and Planning (2008), Nyttan med allmännyttan. Utvecklingen av 
de allmännyttiga bostadsföretagens roll och ansvar. A central state product to assert new guide-
lines for housing provision was: Stig Algott (1946), ”Bostadssociala utredningen,” Slutbetän-
kande D. 1 Allmänna riktlinjer för den framtida bostadspolitiken. Förslag till låne- och bidrags-
former. 0375-250X ; 1945: 63 
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At the Social Democratic Party congress in 1984, Swedish Prime Minister 
Olof Palme cited these words after depicting the scene of a worker on his way 
home from the night shift at the factory. At that point, public policy and prac-
tice in Sundbyberg had for decades been in a symbiotic and institutional inter-
relationship with Swedish social democracy and the ideology of the People’s 
Home. The citation was originally part of Ragnar Thoursie’s poem 
Sundbybergsprologen.258 The poem was commissioned by Sundbyberg’s mu-
nicipal council, for the 25th anniversary celebration of Sundbyberg as a town 
on New Year’s Eve 1951. The poem dedicated 75 lines of rhetorical poetry to 
a town of 25 years, but with an almost 80-year history as a built and inhabited 
settlement. Sundbyberg, in its early decades, had been renowned (and infa-
mous) for its muddy streets259, strong liquor260, and was in literary accounts 
attributed ironic and sarcastic symbolism as a deteriorated suburb of Stock-
holm, its “ample mother.”261 However, the message Sundbybergsprologen 
dedicated to a town in Stockholm’s peripheries was well suited to the broader 
social democratic discourse on the promises of modernity, and a political pro-
ject building on collectivity, solidarity, and the concept of a People’s Home. 

Prime Minister Palme cited these words to inspire his party members in 
1984, at a point when the national housing shortage crisis had been eliminated 
and the national housing model had gradually become more of a historical 
epoch than a current state of affairs.262 In Sundbyberg, an epoch of urban plan-
ning, development, and housing production similarly reached a juncture. A 
comprehensive area, Rissne, was built in the early 1980s with 3,000 dwellings. 
This construction marked the fourth and final comprehensive housing area 
built in Sundbyberg under four consecutive decades in the period 1950s–
1980s, north of the original town (Central Sundbyberg). In urban planning and 
development, the municipality had sought to honor the message of the poem 
through the development of new residential areas, which materially incorpo-
rated contemporary ideals related to, e.g., affordable housing, healthy residen-

                               
258 In English: The Sundbyberg Prologue. Ragnar Thoursie (1952), Nya Sidor och Dagsljus 
259 Around the beginning of the 20th century, roads in Sundbyberg often consisted of clay, cliffs, 
and farm- or woodland, and were only incrementally paved with macadam and rocks. See: 
Henning Österberg (1968), Sundbyberg under köpingstiden, pp. 57–60 
260 The sales of liquor contributed significant revenue to the market town Sundbyberg in the 
early 1900s. During 1911–14, the revenues generated by the local liquor company, Sundbybergs 
Sprithandelsbolag, even exceeded those generated by municipal taxing. See: Henning Öster-
berg (1968), Sundbyberg under köpingstiden, pp. 61–108; Bo Anderson & Anders Björnsson 
(1997), Förvalta Framtiden, p. 196 
261 An “outcast child [of the] ample mother” and a “bastard, the fruit of her missteps” wrote 
literary authors Hans Botwid and Erik Asklund in 1932 and 1943, respectively, with reference 
to Mother Stockholm. See: Hans Botwid (1932), En Verklighet; Erik Asklund (1943), Fat-
tigkrans, pp. 9–10. 
262 Karin Grundström & Irene Molina (2016), ”From Folkhem to lifestyle housing in Sweden: 
segregation and urban form, 1930s–2010s,” International Journal of Housing Policy, 16:3, 
316–336 
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tial living spaces, technical progress, and solutions in planning, as well as zon-
ing and functional separation.263 Storskogen, Ör, Hallonbergen, and Rissne 
vary to different degrees in their architecture and overall spatial patterns as 
built environments. They can be seen, however, as constitutive of a specific 
period in Sundbyberg’s history; not only because they are substantial material 
outcomes of contemporary science and ideologies in urban planning, devel-
opment, and housing production, but because of how their development was 
managed. 

Sundbyberg’s public housing company, Förvaltaren, was formally estab-
lished in 1947 following a municipal council decision in 1945.264 Overcrowd-
ing had become severe in Sundbyberg,265 and the objective of producing new 
housing was immediately assigned to the new public housing company. Dur-
ing subsequent years, the sparsely built and developed areas of Ör, Hallonber-
gen, and Rissne were incorporated into Sundbyberg, providing land to pursue 
the objective on a more comprehensive scale. Then, through land policy 
measures, a monopoly-like situation soon emerged in which only Förvaltaren 
was allowed to build estates on municipal land. Quotas between public, ten-
ant-owned, and private housing development, which were common in other 
municipalities, were not to be found in Sundbyberg. Public projection, pro-
curement and construction, as well as housing agency tasks, were managed by 
Förvaltaren during the following decades.266 A specific type of praxis devel-
oped as Förvaltaren grew to something greater than just an extended arm of 
municipal intentions in urban development. The tasks and objectives of the 
public housing company extended beyond the production and provision of 
housing. As the chairperson of Sundbyberg’s municipal executive board 
(1962–1974) and director of Förvaltaren (1974–1989) explained in a co-au-
thored text, the primary concern was the development of a society, not merely 
residential housing units. In the following excerpt, he described the dominant 
role of Förvaltaren. 

In other municipalities, town planning is usually localized in the building com-
mittees’ administrations, but in Sundbyberg the planning of new, and the san-
itation of old, areas were led by Förvaltaren. The group of actual actors was 

                               
263 See: Kell Åström (1967), City Planning in Sweden; Thomas Hall (1999), Huvudstad i om-
vandling: Stockholms planering och utbyggnad under 700 år 
264 In contrast to most public housing companies established around that time, Förvaltaren was 
established as a stock company. This decision was instrumental in emphasizing municipal own-
ership structures, because the alternative, i.e., constituting a foundation, cannot have an owner 
in a legal sense. 
265 The earlier initiated local housing distribution service in Sundbyberg proved incapable of 
catering to housing provision. Around 1,700 people, many lodging or even homeless, queued 
for an apartment in the 1940s, 60% of which consisted of, at most, one room and a kitchen. See 
Bo Anderson & Anders Björnsson (1997), Förvalta Framtiden, pp. 88–90 
266 Note that this concerned not only housing and residency, but also a diverse set of public 
facilities, including schools, sport facilities, elderly care locales, thermal power stations, and 
more.  
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severely limited. Therefore, the municipality had only one part-time hired town 
architect. […] It was of obvious advantage to the company to, from the start, 
have a decisive influence on the housing milieus, the level of development, the 
distribution of apartments, economic consequences, and the like. Förvaltaren 
handled the errands, made themselves the motor in municipal planning and had 
the final say in how the construction processes should be shaped. One has a 
hard time seeing how other, alternative viewpoints could be accounted for in 
the process of decision. The model was fundamentally a planned economy.267 
[Emphasis in original] 

Following the construction of Rissne in 1988, Förvaltaren had a balance sheet 
total of 3.9 billion SEK, owned circa 9,700 apartments, and had a majority of 
Sundbyberg’s circa 30,000 inhabitants as tenants.268 As recognized by the di-
rector of Förvaltaren 1991–97, no other public company has had the mandate 
for so long to build and govern essentially everything in a Swedish municipal-
ity.269 However, as touched upon earlier, the last juncture of this epoch coin-
cided with Förvaltaren’s building of Rissne. In the 1980s–90s, the institutional 
role of Förvaltaren was challenged and gradually dismantled in accordance 
with an increased concern for the public housing company’s intricate and 
opaque relationship vis-à-vis the municipality. Most importantly, a 1987 de-
cision saw that Förvaltaren was divested its role as the municipal building of-
fice, and the special regulations assigned to Förvaltaren ceased.270  

In addition, the conditions for Förvaltaren’s enterprise changed dramati-
cally when the financial crisis hit Sweden in the early 1990s, which stressed 
Swedish public finances in particular, and when the national housing policies 
and credit structures that had supported Förvaltaren’s practices for half a cen-
tury were dismantled in order to deregulate and marketize housing produc-
tion.271 Förvaltaren almost became insolvent due to the loans taken for the 
building and development of Rissne and had to focus its efforts on consolida-
tion to avoid liquidation.272 As the threat of liquidation, which an informant 

                               
267 Bo Anderson & Anders Björnsson (1997), Förvalta Framtiden, pp. 86–90 
268 In addition, Förvaltaren owned a majority of public and commercial locales in Sundbyberg. 
Ibid. p. 83 
269 Bo Anderson & Anders Björnsson (1997), Förvalta Framtiden, p. 6 
270 Bo Anderson & Anders Björnsson (1997), Förvalta Framtiden, pp. 88–90. These institu-
tional reconfigurations corresponded with the national state demand on municipalities to, from 
1990 onwards, establish comprehensive plans to explicate intentions in land use. Förvaltaren 
was a consultative body in the processes of producing Sundbybergs stad’s first comprehensive 
plan, adopted in 1991. 
271 Regeringens Proposition 1991/92:150 : med förslag till slutlig reglering av statsbudgeten för 
budgetåret 1991/92, m m (kompletteringspropositionen); SOU 1992:24; Sveriges Regering 
(1992), Finansdepartementet, ”Avreglerad arbetsmarknad. Delbetänkande av utredningen om 
statens stöd för bostadsfinansieringen”; Swedish National Board of Housing, Building and 
Planning (2007), Bostadspolitiken – Svensk politik för boende, byggande och planering under 
130 år. See also: Brett Christophers (2013), ”A Monstrous Hybrid: The Political Economy of 
Housing in Early Twenty-First Century Sweden,” New Political Economy, 18:6 
272 Interview I-17-9 
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tells me included extraordinary administration by the national government be-
ing a conceivable option, also became real for the municipality273, the 1990s 
and early 2000s marked a period in which financial measures were adopted to 
keep the municipality economically afloat. Up until the 1980s, Sundbybergs 
stad belonged to the Stockholm County municipalities with the highest taxing 
power.274 Now, municipal taxes were raised significantly275 and the budget for 
welfare services downsized276 in response to the economic crisis. Förvaltaren 
started selling off land to consolidate capital277 and essentially stopped build-
ing new residential estates as well as public and commercial buildings and 
locales.278 

There are three broader interrelated factors to emphasize in this account of 
Sundbyberg’s post-war development, from administrative and organizational 
practice to sociospatial aspects, and economic and demographic conditions. 
First, the “open, not yet consolidated” town depicted in Sundbybergsprologen 
was “buil[t] together” through new industrial measures and ideological con-
victions. Generally, Swedish modernism and functionalism building on the 
notion of the People’s Home adopted virtues such as purposefulness, simplic-
ity, space, and light. Neighborhoods were often designed following Le Cor-
busier’s ideals of housing estates as freestanding units distinctly separated 
from existing urban environments (e.g., through infrastructures or green ar-
eas).279 Hallonbergen, for example, was part of the Swedish program to build 
one million dwellings in ten years,280 the objective being that “the whole pop-
ulation shall be provided sound, spacious, well-planned and purposively 
equipped housing of good quality at reasonable costs.”281  

In this sense, the practices of Förvaltaren incorporated and reflected new 
technologies for housing production and, in urban planning, the ideals and 
social concerns and visions that were formulated in Swedish social democracy 
from the 1940s onwards. This reflects the establishment of new abstract space 
that created opportunities for the deployment of urban projects previously un-
seen. Although this abstract space did not primarily manage space with respect 
to its commodified form and exchange value, it introduced new perspectives 
on urban space’s purposefulness for the reproduction of social relations in an 

                               
273 Interview I-17-7; Also: I-18-5 
274 Sundbybergs stad (1980), “Förslag till gemensamma planeringsförutsättningar för Sundby-
berg 1981–1985,” municipal archival Ref. F5A: 15, p. 48 
275 Except for two areas of predominantly single-family villas (Duvbo and Ursvik), all munici-
pal areas had an average income level below the national average, as concluded in Sundbybergs 
stad’s own enquiries at that time (Interview I-17-7). 
276 By circa 300 MSEK. 
277 Bo Anderson & Anders Björnsson (1997), Förvalta Framtiden, pp. 302–303, 283 
278 Interview I-17-9 
279 Karin Grundström & Irene Molina (2016), ”From Folkhem to lifestyle housing in Sweden: 
Segregation and urban form, 1930s–2010s,” International Journal of Housing Policy, 16:3 
280 The program was adopted at the Social Democratic Labor Party congress in 1964. 
281  Kungl. Maj:ts Proposition till Riksdagen angående riktlinjer för bostadspolitiken, m.m. ; 
given Stockholms slott den 17 mars 1967. Proposition 1967:100 
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intensified period of capitalism’s (contradictory) expansion, and became op-
erative through new forms of legal-bureaucratic power. 

The solution to a national housing crisis lay in comprehensive planning and 
standardized housing production on the area level, rather than neighborhood 
or plot level, and in large-scale housing estates.282 Hence, through new devel-
opment measures and objectives, the spatial pattern and urban characteristics 
of Sundbyberg’s post-war residential areas significantly diverged from the 
dense grid-street and halftone pattern, and the spatial and functional integra-
tion (rather than separation) of different social domains, in the original town. 
Central Sundbyberg is, on the contrary, not the product of a single institution-
alized instance of planning. Instead it is an urban space that has partly and 
gradually been reshaped over the course of years and decades, which “histor-
ical constitution [is marked by an] sedimentation of successive practices and 
representations.”283  

Inherited municipal spatial landscapes are thus, as one spatial planner I in-
terviewed put it, of different “urban typologies.”284 As this thesis will show, in 
the municipal planning discourse, the assessments and representations of these 
typologies, and their associated patterns of social activity and everyday life, 
are directly related to how they have been targeted by urban planning and de-
velopment arrangements in the 2000s and 2010s. 

The second interrelated factor in Sundbyberg’s post-war development is 
Förvaltaren’s unequalled role as a public housing company in a Swedish mu-
nicipality. Resources, competences, and mandates for planning, development, 
and housing production were entitled to Förvaltaren. In this sense, national 
credits and subsidies, and the demand on municipalities to establish housing 
provision programs, enabled the arrangement of urban development in 
Sundbyberg to be a concern on the local, municipal scale, and of a clearly 
defined organizational actor (yet with a less defined relationship to its munic-
ipal owner). Although the 1980s and 1990s witnessed the dismantling of sub-
sidy-driven housing policies in favor for market competition, and Förvalta-
ren’s institutional position and status were politically and administratively 
challenged and partly downgraded, this did not coincide with a new epoch 
regarding these matters. There was thus no period of transition that established 
a new praxis and culture regarding these matters preceding the attempt made 
by new political leaders to establish new municipal policies and practices to 
support a paradigm shift in urban planning and development in the 2000s.  

                               
282 Thomas Hall & Sonja Vidén (2005), “The Million Homes Programme: A review of the great 
Swedish planning project,” Planning Perspectives, 20  
283 Mats Franzén (2002), “A Weird Politics of Place: Sergels Torg, Stockholm (Round One),” 
Urban Studies, Vol. 39, No. 7, p. 1114 
284 Interview I-17-14 
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The third interrelated factor concerns the effects of the Swedish economic 
recession in the 1990s and the, also in a comparative European perspective285, 
“rapid transition from a regulated and subsidized, social democratic housing 
system to a deregulated, market-based system,”286 which transformed the con-
ditions for municipal housing and planning in Sundbyberg. Due to the invest-
ments in public housing that were part of the development of Rissne in the 
1980s, the withdrawal of national housing subsidies and support systems gen-
erated a turbulent economic situation that would last for several years as they 
coincided with other factors. For example, Sundbybergs stad was a net con-
tributor to the Swedish municipal financial equalization system due to the eco-
nomic and demographic dispositions of Sundbyberg’s population, with small 
segments of the population made up of children and elderly that would entitle 
the municipality support from national subsidies to operate social services.287 
Moreover, all municipal areas had an average income level below the national 
average in the 1990s288 except for two villa areas (Duvbo and Ursvik), and the 
municipal population slightly decreased during the period 2000–2004 in a 
county increasing its population.289 There was therefore a pressing demo-
graphic and economic concern in the municipality, and municipal bank loans 
taken to cover short-term operational costs during this period did not consti-
tute a long-term solution.290 

Thus, ultimately, this account explained key features of Förvaltaren’s dom-
inance in post-war urban development in Sundbyberg, and how the national 
financial crisis and national transformation of housing and economic policies 
in the 1990s generated severe effects for the municipality. If the municipality 
intended to produce a new abstract space for a new epoch of municipal terri-
torial development and urbanization, it had to produce and align new munici-
pal institutional infrastructures to consolidate market investments. It also had 
to produce new representations of municipal spaces in strategic and regulatory 
planning items. In subsequent empirical chapters, the historical observations 
presented here will be re-accentuated with regard to the development of spe-
cific municipal areas: Stora Ursvik, Hallonbergen, and Central Sundbyberg. 
The remainder of this chapter deals with how neoliberalism is localized on the 

                               
285 Bengt Turner & Christine M. E. Whitehead (2002), “Reducing Housing Subsidy: Swedish 
Housing Policy in an International Context,” Urban Studies, Vol. 39, No. 2 
286 Roger Andersson & Lena Magnusson Turner (2014), “Segregation, gentrification and resid-
ualisation: From public housing to market-driven housing allocation in inner-city Stockholm,” 
International Journal of Housing Policy, 14:1 
287 See: Sveriges Regering (2015), Finansdepartementet, “Riksrevisionens rapport om det kom-
munala utjämningssystemet,” Ref. Skr. 2019/20:77. Calculations for the equalization system 
are provided by Statistics Sweden (SCB). 
288 This fact was concluded by the Sundbyberg’s stad own enquiries at that time. [Interview I-
17-7] 
289 From 33,868 inhabitants in 2000, to 33,816 in 2004. (Stockholm county: 1,838,882- 
1,860,872 inhabitants the same years). Source: Statistics Sweden.  
290 Anna Bengtsson (2004, March 29), ”Krisgrupp ska rädda Sundbybergs ekonomi,” Svenska 
Dagbladet. Electronic access. 
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central and strategic level of municipal policy and practice, so as to, ulti-
mately, support the social production of municipal space for a new century.  

6.2 Moments of neoliberal localization in central and 
strategic municipal policy and practice 

Even if it had its own peculiarities and identity, Sundbyberg was patronized. 
[The town] was perceived as way past its prime, as outmoded. And as not tak-
ing advantage of its enormous geographical location due to, as it was per-
ceived, weak leadership that was tired and old fashioned… the red patriarch 
that had governed the town.291  

That’s the prejudice developers have: Sundbyberg is boring and nobody wants 
to live there. There’s just a lot of manual workers, sort of. The working class, 
who all are Social Democrats, and they don’t want us there anyway. Still, the 
Social Democrats pursued this development: to include other actors.292  

These two interview accounts, provided to me by the Social Democratic chair-
persons of the municipal executive boards in the 2002–2006 and 2007–2010 
as well as the 2010–2014 terms of office, are illustrative of a conceived state 
of “stagnation”293 in Sundbyberg at the turn of the millennium. Sundbybergs 
stad’s history in urban planning, development, and housing production con-
tributed to the negative preconceptions held by, most importantly, market in-
vestors, developers, and constructors in housing and real estate, who were to 
be systematically approached for their investments in land and the built envi-
ronment within municipal territory. These preconceptions not only corre-
sponded to the dominance of the public housing company specifically, but to 
a stagnant social democratic municipal culture that was still present within the 
walls of the municipal town hall at the turn of the millennium.294 

This section explains the creative destructive moments of neoliberal local-
ization in Sundbybergs stad, with a focus on municipal policy and practice on 
the central and strategic level. As part of the research design in the work with 
this thesis, this section is, given these characteristics, distinct from the three 
subsequent chapters that deal with defined urban development projects target-
ing different municipal areas. It presents observations and arguments that are 
important per se, but that are also important as backdrops for the upcoming 
chapters as they introduce certain themes (concerning policies, practices, actor 
relationships, and so on) that find specific and various expressions in these 
projects. 

                               
291 Interview I-18-5 
292 Interview I-18-7 
293 Interviews I-18-5, I-17-6 
294 Interviews I-18-5, I-17-6 
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This section, then, firstly explains how municipal institutional infrastruc-
tures have been reconfigured to support a paradigm shift in planning and de-
velopment, which ultimately aimed at establishing collaborations with market 
actors. Second, it focuses on Förvaltaren. Guided by the aim to identify the 
role and status the public housing company adopted in the creative destruction 
of municipal urban housing markets, it shows how Förvaltaren was directed 
to dismantle its material ownership in parts of Sundbyberg, while simultane-
ously support new development objectives using its financial and organiza-
tional capacities. The final moment of neoliberal creative destruction ex-
plained in this section is the re-presentation of urban development objectives 
in municipal comprehensive plans in the period 1991–2017. Here, it is shown 
how development objectives have increasingly been aligned to the regional 
scale level of Greater Stockholm, and how this corresponds to a mobilization 
of entrepreneurial discourses and new neoliberal growth objectives.  

6.2.1 The reconfiguration of municipal institutional 
infrastructures 
This section, then, explains the reconfiguration of municipal institutional in-
frastructures on the central and strategic level, meaning the infrastructures 
closest to political and executive power in the municipality. It especially fo-
cuses on the relationship between political leaders of the executive board and 
new administrative resources and functions, which have been key to support-
ing a new municipal paradigm in urban planning and development.  

Although Förvaltaren was formally divested from its role as the town build-
ing office already in 1987, it still had to be politically and administratively 
managed for its historical role and status in the new millennium, as was illus-
trated by the initial quotes in this section. This insight is stressed in several 
accounts given to me by informants with great influence on, or insights into, 
decisions made in municipal urban development in the 2002–2006 and 2007–
2010 terms of office under social democratic leadership. A former public of-
ficial defined Förvaltaren as “a state within the state” in matters of housing 
estates and infrastructures.295 A political representative acknowledged “a giant 
public housing company in a small municipality, [with] its CEO more power-
ful than the chairperson of the municipal executive board” and remarked that 
the name of the public housing company is representative of its own history.296 
The asymmetric relationship between the public housing company and the 
municipality is furthermore stressed by a former Förvaltaren executive using 
an analogy: “the king in its own kingdom [with] the municipality following 
behind like a small tail.”297 In an account given by a former chairperson of the 

                               
295 Interview I-17-9 
296 Interview I-17-7  
297 Interview I-18-7 
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municipal executive board, the symbolic and cultural dimensions of Förvalta-
ren’s legacy are connected to organizational capacities in urban planning and 
development. As the following quote suggests, a central concern in the 2000s 
was related to the arrangement of a municipal capacity for urban planning and 
development, and to neutralization of Förvaltaren’s status vis-à-vis the status 
of market actors in the municipal political and administrative culture.298  

[Christoffer: What was the role of Förvaltaren [during the period 2001 – 
2010?] It was to find their own, new role. Because there was a lot of nostalgia 
around how it had been, and how powerful Förvaltaren had been. It was almost 
the case that all planning resources were located with Förvaltaren. They were 
the town building office. Now, we were to build our own, within the munici-
pality, town building competence. Where we were in charge of what was going 
to happen and handled Förvaltaren as a public housing company: as one actor 
among many.299 [My emphasis] 

The process of establishing planning and development resources and compe-
tences in linear municipal administrations and institutional relays had several 
interlinked objectives. In tandem, they produced the institutional reconfigura-
tion that supported a new planning and development paradigm. The first ob-
jective was to tie the management and execution of urban development to the 
political visions and intentions of new political leaderships, the first of which 
entered office in 2002. This was a matter of institutionalizing relationships 
between especially the municipal executive board, which was to determine 
strategic development objectives, and professional public officials, who were 
to exercise their management, expertise, and administrative work to pursue 
these objectives.300 In a municipal context highly influenced by Förvaltaren, 
such relationships had been severely circumscribed. As one public official ex-
ecutive, who played a key role in implementing political visions in adminis-
trative work, emphasized to me in an interview: 

[…] public officials have to realize and understand that they are not to realize 
their society, [but to] realize the politicians’ society. One should construct that 
which the politicians desire.301 

Professional roles and administrative functions were thus created to ensure 
that the practices of professional public officials were aligned with the visions 
of the new political leadership in the 2000s and early 2010s.302 This was, in 
other words, a matter of aligning planning’s strategic-representative function 

                               
298 In a technical sense, neutrality between public housing companies and private actors was 
achieved in the 1990s reformation of national housing policies.  
299 Interview I-18-5 
300 Interviews I-17-7, I-17-11 
301 Interview I-17-10. Also I-17-4 
302 Interview I-17-6 
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directly with new political visions and strategies for urban growth. To stream-
line political decision-making, the municipal administration for planning and 
development303, as well as smaller administrative units managing various de-
velopment tasks in ongoing projects, were localized directly under the munic-
ipal executive board. A municipal project unit was also established to interlink 
municipal administrations for efficient collaboration between different munic-
ipal sectors and expert roles and market actors.304 

As two spatial planners emphasized in an interview, however, political 
leadership and administrative professional practice were not completely 
aligned and synchronized in the 2000s and early 2010s. Nor, as subsequent 
chapters will show, have municipal administrations had the resources and pro-
fessional capacities to execute all political directives. The distance between 
these municipal sectors has narrowed during this period in accordance with a 
better understanding of different professional roles and functions.305 Mean-
while, the municipality continued to buy services from its public housing com-
pany to cover for a lack of resources and manage administrative tasks in urban 
development.306  

The second objective was to produce planning items such as in-depth com-
prehensive plans and, most importantly, detailed development plans.307 As re-
flected in several interview accounts, planning outputs constituted hard cur-
rency when establishing planning competences and resources, and were a 
means to both display investment opportunities and establish agreements with 
market actors. Detailed development plans became, in due time, rapidly pro-
duced in administrative practice and legally effective through political proce-
dures.308 Moreover, to uphold a rapid administration, detailed development 
plans were produced in instances where no developer was contracted with a 
land allocation so that the relevant plan could – at the point a developer 
showed interest in investing – be redrawn with small adjustments and the legal 
process effectively pursued.309 As two spatial planners summarized in an in-
terview, the municipality has in this period been characterized by  

[…] a culture in the sphere of spatial planning where we say ‘yes.’ It is an 
ongoing yes-dialogue. Giving negative planning notifications310, we are not ac-
customed to that. […] The planning process is very much involved in growth, 
it’s growth-centered [and] established to be a political instrument.311 

                               
303 In Swedish: Samhällsbyggnadsförvaltningen 
304 Interviews I-18-5, I-17-6, I-17-9, I-17-7, I-17-5 
305 Interview I-17-5 
306 Interview I-18-2. Also: I-17-5 
307 Interviews I-17-9, I-18-5, I-17-10 
308 Interview I-18-5.   
309 Interview I-17-9 
310 In Swedish: Planbesked 
311 Interview I-17-5 
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The third and final objective – which the municipal institutional reconfiguring 
ultimately aimed to support – was to attract private developers and market 
actors for their investments in land and the built environment in Sundbyberg. 
The measures discussed earlier served to streamline processes leading up to 
land allocations and building permits, and (thereby) showcased the fact that 
developers’ early investments were acknowledged and likely to lead to real 
results. To ensure political support at an early stage and thus avoid extended 
consultation processes, developers were invited to preparative management 
group meetings312 to present, and receive feedback on, their ideas in prepara-
tion for detailed development plan processes.313 Routines were institutional-
ized in municipal administrative practice to save private developers, e.g., from 
substantial costs in architectural drawings and development proposals that 
risked not gaining municipal recognition or support. Similarly, new adminis-
trative functions served to ensure that land allocation and development pro-
cesses, from a developer’s first interest in a plot of land to the point detailed 
development plans gained legal force, lasted no longer than 12 months.314 
Monitoring functions furthermore served to ensure that land development 
agreements between the municipality and market actors were synchronized 
with detailed development plans, as the key municipal instrument to express 
and regulate land use arrangements.315  

These market-supportive measures synchronized with the common praxis 
of ‘direct allocation’ to transfer and lease land, meaning that land is allocated 
to a private developer that in a first instance showed interest and submitted a 
development proposal to the municipality. This was in contrast to other pos-
sible procedures, including that land is allocated to the developer that is will-
ing to pay the most, or following a competition involving developers’ devel-
opment proposals under conditions decided by the municipality.316  

The pursuit of private developers’ interests, however, did not only incor-
porate the more technical side of administrative practice. It was equally im-
portant to build informal relations and ultimately trust with market actors due 
to their historical absence in Sundbyberg.317 For these purposes, new staff were 
recruited; perhaps most significantly with the recruitment of an individual who 
worked directly with the municipal executive board as ‘director of business 
and spatial development.’318 In the early 2010s, an owners’ board committee319 
was established to directly engage with private developers, also as a measure 
to communicate municipal demands on certain qualities in housing and the 
                               
312 In Swedish: Gruppledarberedning  
313 Interview I-18-5 
314 Interview I-17-9 
315 Interview I-17-9 
316 Sundbybergs stad (2015), Kommunstyrelsen, “Riktlinjer för markanvisningar,” Ref. KS-
0622/2015 
317 Interviews I-17-6, I-17-9, I-18-5  
318 Interview I-17-6 
319 In Swedish: Styrelseägarutskott 
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built environment, as the land in Sundbyberg became increasingly attractive 
for developers wishing to make investments and speculative purchases.320 Ad-
ditionally, in the second half of the 2010s, the political representative respon-
sible for municipal urban development established a routine to arrange, within 
two weeks, a meeting with real estate developers who showed an interest in 
development in Sundbyberg.321  

As a CEO for a private developer that has and has had several development 
contracts in Sundbyberg informed me in an interview, new measures and rou-
tines in municipal urban planning and development echoed in the market of 
housing and real estate development. These, in other words, echoed in a con-
text where municipalities “can throw plenty of gravel in the machinery” in the 
lead-time of producing detailed development plans, and in generally utilizing 
their planning monopoly in less market-supportive, and in more regulatory, 
ways.322 The municipality completely transformed the processes related to 
planning’s strategic-representative and project-developmental functions, thus 
transforming the conditions for how representations of space are produced, 
and development coordinated and managed. Key planning artefacts such as 
land allocation323 and land development324 agreements between the municipal-
ity and private developers thus became essentially new, reoccurring phenom-
ena within the municipality. Especially in the 2010s, the political and admin-
istrative efforts aligned with the initiation of a new planning and development 
paradigm started to have material effects through initiated and intensified de-
velopment projects in several municipal areas, as this thesis will go on to 
show. 

In summary, then, these three objectives and their aligned administrative 
arrangements have been key in the municipal institutional reconfiguration of 
a new paradigm in urban planning and development in the 2000s and 2010s. 
This institutional reconfiguration is characterized to a great extent by the 
structural transition of urban planning’s key functions from the public housing 
company to political and administrative frameworks of the municipality. 

                               
320 Interview I-17-7 
321 Interview I-18-3 
322 Interview I-18-1. See also: Marie Bergström (2014, September 4), “Miljardinjektion ska 
bryta trend,” Fastighetsvärden. Electronic access. 
323 Land allocations concern “a contract between a municipality and a developer that provides 
the developer with the sole right to negotiate with the municipality, for a limited time and under 
defined conditions, over the transfer or concession of a certain land area owned by the munici-
pality, for development.” Swedish National Board of Housing, Building and Planning (2010), 
“The Planning and Building Act,” Ref. 2010:900, Chap 1,. 4 §. See also: Sveriges Regering 
(2014), Finansdepartementet, ”Lag (2014:899) om riktlinjer för kommunala markanvisningar.” 
324 Land development agreements concern “a contract between a municipality and a developer 
or a real property owner for implementation of a detailed development plan, regarding land not 
owned by the municipality, although not a contract between a municipality and the State for the 
expansion of State transport infrastructure.” Swedish National Board of Housing, Building and 
Planning (2010), “The Planning and Building Act,” Ref. 2010:900, Chap. 6, 39–42 §  
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Seemingly, this transition of the coordinating and managerial function of ur-
ban planning itself does not correspond to a localization of neoliberal features. 
On the contrary, it principally established that administrative procedures in 
planning were handled closer to elected political representatives, and strength-
ened linear organizational structures and relays of local democratic accounta-
bility and public transparency, also accounting for certain ad hoc solutions 
pursued for organizational efficiency.  

However, the creative destruction produced by neoliberalism is grounded 
in an institutional dissolution through which new institutional arrangements 
unfold.325 Neoliberal strategies build on the destruction of inherited institu-
tional landscapes, the goal being to localize, that is, ‘roll-out’ and support new 
procedures and routines in institutional governance. In this light, the establish-
ment of planning capacities and competences in linear municipal administra-
tions, as well as in smaller administrative units and roles dedicated to connect-
ing municipal planning and development with the market sector, served to 
ground subsequent neoliberal localizations in defined instances and projects 
of development. A key feature in this case is the two-step process; the praxis 
of the former urban development paradigm required political and administra-
tive consolidation of centrally located infrastructures and competences in the 
municipality to determine the different regulatory arrangements of area-spe-
cific development projects. This reconfiguration of municipal institutional in-
frastructures must thus be recognized as a strategic measure, and an initial 
destructive moment, that enabled systematic building of formal and informal 
relationships with private developers and market actors. In this sense, it estab-
lishes the requisite non-market form of coordination and cooperation that in-
stitutionally supports subsequent accumulation processes.326 

The planning items produced are, as described earlier, key objectives of 
these processes. As municipal artefacts of locational policy, especially in-
depth comprehensive plans and detailed development plans have been im-
portant as communicative and regulatory artefacts to enable subsequent land 
allocation and development contracts, and for public-private partnerships that 
rely on long-term cooperation in development. In the mid-2000s, two in-depth 
comprehensive plans were produced for four municipal geo-administrative ar-
eas (Stora Ursvik, Ör, Hallonbergen, and Rissne), which confirmed municipal 
development strategies concerning both land use and public-private develop-
ment arrangements. These plans have been instrumental in institutionally es-
tablishing municipal areas as ‘areas of transformation,’327 and laying the 

                               
325 Jamie Peck et al. (2009), “Neoliberal urbanism: Models, moments, mutations,” SAIS Review 
vol. XXIX 
326 Neil Brenner & Nik Theodore (2017), ”Cities and the Geographies of Actually Existing 
Neoliberalism,” Critique of Urbanization: Selected Essays, edited by Neil Brenner, p. 64 
327 In Swedish: Förändringsområden. See, e.g.:  Sundbybergs stad (2005), Kommunfullmäktige, 
Sammanträdesprotokoll, ”Antagande av fördjupad översiktsplan för delen Rissne, Hallonber-
gen och Ör, § 82, Ref. 324/2000-212 
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ground for subsequent detailed development planning that, in turn, confirmed 
land use arrangements. Both in-depth comprehensive plans in the 2000s were 
outputs of Sundbybergs stad’s collaboration and agreements with market ac-
tors, and their production partly outsourced; the municipality showed no hes-
itation to invite market actors to the very first stages of the drawing board. 

Ultimately, it is through these planning items and their corresponding pro-
cesses that place- and scale-specific institutional forms are produced, the aim 
being to “intensify and accelerate economic growth within strategic, clearly 
delineated urban zones.”328 Examples of the spatial implications of capital ac-
cumulation arranged by the municipality are provided in chapters 7, 8, and 9. 
First, as earlier noted, the next section directs attention to the new role and 
status of Förvaltaren. 

6.2.2 Dismantling public housing? The contradictory role and 
status of Förvaltaren 
Förvaltaren adopted a contradictory role as a public housing company as part 
of the reconfiguration of municipal institutional infrastructures. Förvaltaren 
had to navigate several conflicting directives as part of its new institutional 
position generated by new formal and informal relations between the company 
and municipal sectors. This section explains this contradictory role and the 
status assigned to Förvaltaren as the municipality sought to assert control in 
matters of planning, development, and housing production. It shows how För-
valtaren was largely deprived of its mandate in these matters, while being as-
cribed new, especially economic and financial, functions in municipal devel-
opment arrangements. 

As reflected in interview quotes presented in the previous section, Förval-
taren became somewhat of an anachronism – a relic of the past – in municipal 
sectors. As explained to me in an interview, municipal public officials per-
ceived Förvaltaren to be “way too stagnant and way too peculiar, [and] diffi-
cult to steer.” 329 In geo-administrative areas where Förvaltaren owned essen-
tially all land and buildings, such as in Hallonbergen, the company was, by a 
former chairperson of the municipal executive board, perceived to be difficult 
to collaborate with because they “wanted to do everything their own way. 
They were used to doing that.”330 An architect at Förvaltaren echoed this im-
pression with reference to the non-collaborative historical culture in the com-
pany.331  

Collaborative tensions were thus produced when Förvaltaren navigated a 
new institutional landscape determined by new political and administrative 
                               
328 Neil Brenner (2004), New state spaces: urban governance and the rescaling of statehood, 
p. 216 
329 Interview I-17-6 
330 Interview I-18-5 
331 Interview I-18-2 
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relations in the municipality. Förvaltaren was assigned a new institutional po-
sition as a daughter company, organizationally located within the municipal 
corporate group.332 In fact, when the law dictating that public housing compa-
nies act in accordance with principles of business and market competition 
came into effect in 2011 – the so-called ‘allbolagen’333 – this contributed, as 
one former executive at Förvaltaren informed me in an interview, to little prac-
tical change. Förvaltaren was already forced to adapt to the new municipal 
political leaderships’ orientation to the market sector, as well as to the new 
politico-institutional relations that now affirmed Förvaltaren as an anachro-
nistic relic of the post-war period.334 In the experience of this executive, which 
resonates (both directly and indirectly) with the interview accounts provided 
by municipal representatives, municipal public officials set out to assert and 
reproduce new power relations in urban development, as a response to the 
historical order and praxis regarding these matters.  

They wanted to take revenge and show who was in charge. I experienced that 
culture in the town building and development administrations, and with higher 
public officials in the municipality. We should ‘stay put! We are the ones who 
decide!’ We communicated that ‘we know that you are in charge. We just want 
to help!’ ‘Yes, you should know we are in charge!’ This relationship was very 
pronounced for me.335 

In a separate interview, an architect at Förvaltaren expressed a similar percep-
tion when describing a “frosty relationship” and “a clash” between the munic-
ipality and Förvaltaren. This was based on confusions over, and a will to safe-
guard their own, ownership and responsibilities over land when either party 
initiated planning work. The collaborative culture, the architect recognized, 
first improved in the second half of the 2010s in accordance with a change of 
executive staff at Förvaltaren. However, prior that, it was characterized by 
vague and indirect directives from the municipal owner.336  

This is well reflected in the fact that Förvaltaren actually had a municipal 
owner’s directive to develop its land and buildings and to produce new rental 
housing, which nevertheless was not practically supported in municipal insti-
tutional practice. As revealed to me by a person with an executive function in 
Förvaltaren around 2010, this generated a situation in which Förvaltaren pro-
duced new detailed development plans for several areas (Central Sundbyberg, 
Rissne, Hallonbergen, and Ursvik) as a part of these directives, and sought to 
                               
332 The corporate group’s name is Sundbybergs Stadshus AB. It was established in 2009 to own 
and manage stocks in companies that are indirectly owned by the municipality. 
333 Sveriges Regering (2010), Finansdepartementet, ”Lag (2010:879) om allmännyttiga kom-
munala bostadsaktiebolag”; Sveriges Regering (2009), Finansdepartementet, Proposition 
2009/10:185, ”Allmännyttiga kommunala bostadsaktiebolag och reformerade hyressättnings-
regler” 
334 Interview I-18-7 
335 Interview I-18-7 
336 Interview I-18-2. Also: I-17-11 
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communicate with the municipal administrations for town building and devel-
opment. However, produced and adjusted detailed development plans were 
not supported with land allocation agreements or building rights337 by the mu-
nicipality, thereby preventing them from being legally adopted. Instead, they 
were acknowledged to be “put at the bottom of the drawer,” hence never 
reaching key public officials at the municipal town building office.338  

In this context of contradictory municipal institutional relations, Förvalta-
ren was directed to support urban development and renewal strategies as a part 
of their ownership of land, buildings, and residential housing estates. Förval-
taren was directed to sell off all its locales used for commercial establish-
ments, which for this purpose were transferred to a new municipal corporate 
daughter company.339 Moreover, Förvaltaren was directed to support the mu-
nicipal policy of mixing the distribution of housing tenure in the municipality 
and within its geo-administrative areas. No area was to have a category of 
housing tenure (tenant-owned or rental) below 25% of its housing stock340, as 
diversity in housing tenure was considered to have positive effects on social 
sustainability and integration.341 Practices in support of this policy have pri-
marily been twofold: to sell land and buildings to private developers for the 
development of new housing estates, and to offer existing tenants the possi-
bility to acquire their apartments and establish tenant-owner associations.342 
The areas predominantly affected by the policy have been Hallonbergen and 
Ör, with 100% and 91%, respectively, of their housing stock consisting of 

                               
337 Building rights constitute the right a property owner has to build or add to a property in 
accordance with a specific detailed development plan produced in municipal urban planning. 
See: Swedish National Board of Housing, Building and Planning (2010), “The Planning and 
Building Act,” Ref. 2010:900; Swedish National Board of Housing, Building and Planning 
(2020), “Åtgärdens planenlighet.” Electronic access. Building rights are not to be confused with 
the interrelated term ‘building permit’ (In Swedish: Bygglov), which is used for new construc-
tions, extensions, and alterations to buildings (Swedish National Board of Housing, Building 
and Planning [2010], “The Planning and Building Act,” Ref. 2010:900, Chap. 9, 2 §)  
338 Interview I-18-7 
339 Sundbybergs Lokalfastigheter AB. Interview I-18-2; Eddie Ekberg (2011, May 4), “Förval-
taren säljer för 160 miljoner,” Fastighetssverige. Electronic access. 
340 Swedish National Board of Housing, Building and Planning (2009), “Fritt fram att sälja 
allmännyttan. Konsekvenser i kommunerna av tillståndspliktens upphävande,” Ref. 212-
4019/2008, p. 32 
341 Sundbybergs stad (2013), ”Sundbybergs Översiktsplan 2010,” p. 19; Negra Efendić (2017, 
March 16), ”Hyresgäster pekas indirekt ut som kriminella,” Svenska Dagbladet. Electronic ac-
cess. 
342 Interview I-18-7. See also: Sundbybergs stad (2017), Kommunstyrelsen, “Riktlinjer för bo-
stadsförsörjningen i Sundbybergs stad,” Ref. KS-0297/2017; Fastighets AB Förvaltaren (2018), 
”Års- och hållbarhetsredovisning 2018,” p. 13; Sundbybergs stad (2016), Kommunstyrelsen, 
Protokoll, ”Revidering av ägardirektiv till Sundbybergs stadshus AB och dess dotterbolag,” 
Ref. KS-0294/2014. Two thirds of the tenants in the house must be in favor of a tenure conver-
sion to enable a purchase. In case there is a minority who wish to remain as rental tenants, they 
can continue to rent their apartment from the newly established tenant-owner association. Con-
ditional regulations include “Lag (1982:352) om rätt till fastighetsförvärv för ombildning till 
bostadsrätt eller kooperativ hyresrätt” and ”Bostadsrättslagen (1991:614)”  
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Förvaltaren apartments at the turn of the millennium.343 Thus, in the period 
2008–2013, more than 1,600 apartments, located in 18 buildings, converted 
tenure from rental to tenant-owned tenure in Sundbyberg, generating a reve-
nue of 1,785 billion SEK (year 2013 excluded).344 In the shorter period 2017–
2018, a period when the municipal executive board was led by the Moderate 
Political Party, 1,077 apartments changed tenure.345 In Hallonbergen, ongoing 
housing tenure conversion alongside new tenant-owned apartment buildings 
has contributed to an increase in the proportion of people living in apartments 
with this tenure form, from 0% to 30% in only eight years (2010–2017).346 In 
support of the municipal social mixing policy, Förvaltaren has additionally 
initiated the development of a new housing estate in Ör with condominiums – 
a homeowner tenure form.347 

As chapter 8 on Hallonbergen’s urban renewal will show in more detail, 
the 2000s and 2010s displayed political consensus and inclination toward mix-
ing the social composition through housing tenure in socioeconomically vul-
nerable municipal areas. 348 ‘Social mixing’ has been at the heart of investment 
strategies to change local patterns of land use and social activities, as an in-
crease in residents with sufficient investment capital to purchase apartments 
is thought to positively contribute to local society, not least by supporting vital 
local commercial and service establishments. Nevertheless, social mixing is a 
euphemism for the municipal pursuit of the gentrification of the area: to trans-
form, that is, to ‘upgrade,’ the spatial and social composition of an area. 

Housing tenure conversion specifically has been a dividing line between 
Social Democratic and Moderate political representatives. A former chairper-
son of the executive board of the Moderate Party – following a 481 MSEK 
sale of a Förvaltaren housing estate to a tenant-owner association – proclaimed 
positive liberal benefits of an “increased freedom of choice and the diversity 
in forms of housing” that support “the overarching urban renewal”349. Social 

                               
343 Register of property information (2017). Administrated by The Swedish Cadastral and Land 
Registration Authority (included in the database GeoSweden for the Institute for Housing and 
Urban Research) 
344 Fastighets AB Förvaltaren (2013), Års- och hållbarhetsredovisning 2013. See also: Swedish 
National Board of Housing, Building and Planning (2009), “Fritt fram att sälja allmännyttan. 
Konsekvenser i kommunerna av tillståndspliktens upphävande,” Ref. 212-4019/2008, p. 18; 
Nicklas Tolleson (2012, August 15), ”Kvartsmiljardaffär i Sundbyberg,” Fastighetssverige. 
Electronic access. 
345 Fastighets AB Förvaltaren (2017), Års- och hållbarhetsredovisning 2017; Fastighets AB 
Förvaltaren (2018), Års- och hållbarhetsredovisning 2018. See also: Anna Wachenfeldt (2017, 
February 9), ”Beslutat: Här är husen som får ombildas,” Mitt i Sundbyberg. Electronic access. 
346 Numbers received from the GeoSweden database. Displaying juridical form of property ac-
commodated by (number of) individuals. 
347 Information can be found at Förvaltaren’s webpage, see: Maria Lilja (2017, September 9), 
“Förvaltaren bygger ägarlägenheter i ÖR,” Mitt i Sundbyberg. Electronic access. 
348 Interview I-18-7. See also: Sundbybergs stad & WSP (2011), ”Program för detaljplaner Hal-
lonbergen-ÖR,” Ref. 293/2009-214 
349 Marie Bergström (2018, January 6), “Förvaltaren säljer lägenheter för 481 miljoner,” Fas-
tighetsvärlden. Electronic access. 
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Democrats, on the other hand, has regarded tenure conversion as the signifier 
of the political pursuit of gentrification, meaning active efforts to displace an 
existing population. A former Social Democratic representative perceived 
housing tenure conversions in Sundbyberg’s socioeconomically vulnerable ar-
eas in the mid–2010s as “a means to enhance an intended gentrification and 
get rid of people who are not profitable.”350 From the point of view of another 
Social Democratic representative, who has also been a member of Förvalta-
ren’s board, the directive to support tenure conversion is devastating for sev-
eral reasons.  

Förvaltaren’s role [has in this period] been to liquidate itself, sell to the highest 
bidder, to tenant-owner associations, and the absurd thing is that these conver-
sions are only ideologically driven. It’s about winning in the shorter term when 
people are allowed to buy their apartments. In the longer term, it will be a 
catastrophe for Sundbyberg. We can forget the housing guarantee. Many of the 
people who live in Hallonbergen buy ramshackle houses and if they are to be 
responsible for forthcoming renovations, then it will be a catastrophe. 351  

The neoliberal process to reconstruct local housing markets thus implemented 
tenure conversion as a central feature especially during the period 2015–18, 
under Moderate political leadership. Meanwhile, Social Democratic leader-
ships have maintained the distinction that urban investments and development 
that include tenant-owned apartment buildings as the dominant tenure form, 
and upgraded public spaces and commercial and service establishments that 
attract middle-class segments, is a radically different project than if the same 
project were also to include tenure conversions. However, as the statistics pre-
sented earlier showed, tenure conversions have occurred consistently from the 
late 2000s and during the 2010s. Thus, the process of reconstructing housing 
markets has led to both cessation of the development of new public housing 
estates and the onset of dismantling the existing public housing structure. 

In 2021, when housing tenure conversions finally stopped as part of a pol-
icy decision by the current ruling political coalition in which the Social Dem-
ocrats is the biggest party, Förvaltaren had started to adopt additional eco-
nomic functions. The public housing company has bought land from the mu-
nicipality to finance investments or cover economic gaps in the accounts and 
to give parts of the company’s financial returns to the municipality as a divi-
dend.352 In this sense, financial turnover generated from rent extraction and 

                               
350 Interview I-17-7 
351 Interview I-17-9. Sentences in the original quote have been slightly rephrased and reor-
ganized to improve readability in the account. Contents are true to the original. The impression 
that Förvaltaren sells buildings in great need of renovation, thereby saving itself and the mu-
nicipality from forthcoming costs, is seconded by a Förvaltaren representative: Interview I-18-
2. 
352 By conditions given in Regeringens proposition 2009/10:185, public housing companies can 
be assigned to transfer up to 50% of the annual turnover to the municipality. 
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tenure conversion has been used to balance municipal investments rather than 
kept within the company, reinvested in public housing, or used to keep annual 
rent increases as low as possible for tenants. For example, 103 MSEK of För-
valtaren’s financial turnover in 2017 was, in 2018, transferred via the munic-
ipal corporate group and owner of Förvaltaren – Sundbybergs Stadshus AB – 
to the municipality.353  

Another recent example illustrating the increasingly complex economic 
functions is the acquisition of four of Förvaltaren’s estates by another munic-
ipal company at book value, only for the estates to be sold to external buyers 
at a higher market value price in a next step. Such an arrangement allowed the 
municipality to (legally) circumscribe regulations354 on value transfers be-
tween public housing companies and municipalities, and thus extract more 
short-term profit from the sales of Förvaltaren’s estates.355 Another illustrative 
example, which the next chapter will detail further, is Förvaltaren’s acquisi-
tion of land from the municipality in Stora Ursvik to finance municipal infra-
structural investments and restore municipal capital.356 Overall, Förvaltaren 
adopted the function of a, in the words of a municipal executive, “cash cow” 
in new dependency relationships with the municipality357, which has been a 
part of a general strategy “to utilize the whole municipal corporate group in 
financing municipal operations.”358  

In summary, then, the 2000s and 2010s mark a period where Förvaltaren 
was forced to “find their new role”359 in a municipal context where the histor-
ical praxis and prior measures in municipal planning, development, and hous-
ing represented a state of “stagnation” and a social democracy of the past.360 
While interviews with Förvaltaren representatives indicate that the relation-
ship to the municipality improved in late 2010s, for example resulting in plan-
ning notifications and adjusted detailed development plans for Förvaltaren’s 

                               
353 Sundbybergs stad (2018), Kommunstyrelsen, “Årsredovisning 2018,” Ref. KS-0807/2018, 
p. 53. Regarding the particular question of reinvesting the financial turnover of Förvaltaren, 
however, there has not been a consensus across all political parties in the municipal council. 
Especially The Left Party wants Förvaltaren’s turnover reinvested in renovation of the public 
housing company’s existing buildings and in new production of cheap rental housing. See: Ul-
rica Andersson (2018, April 9), “103 miljoner från bolag till kommunen,” Mitt i Sundbyberg. 
Electronic access. 
354 In accordance with Sveriges Regering (2010), Finansdepartementet, ”Lag (2010:879) om 
allmännyttiga kommunala bostadsaktiebolag” 
355 Maria Lilja (2019, April 3), ”Kommunen sålde fastigheter – Förvaltaren förlorade 273 mil-
joner,” Mitt i Sundbyberg. Electronic access.; Per Björklind (2019, April 2), ”Sumpan ingen 
superkommun,” Hyresgästföreningen. Electronic access. 
356 See: Sundbybergs stad et al. (2005), ”Genomförandeavtal för Stadsbyggnadsprojektet Ur-
svik” 
357 Interview I-18-7. Also I-18-4, I-18-2  
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359 Interview I-18-5 
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development of their land and buildings in Hallonbergen, this period has gen-
erally been characterized by a less than satisfactory dialogue and a general 
perception of “leaning into a headwind.”361  

In strict terms, Förvaltaren was deprived of its development mandate: since 
the finalization of Rissne in the late 1980s up until the early 2020s, three new 
Förvaltaren housing estates have been produced, with 293 rental apartments.362 
Only one housing estate project, with merely 24 apartments, was developed 
from start to finish by Förvaltaren (Enen, Central Sundbyberg, in 2015). The 
other two projects were taken over by Förvaltaren (see the chapter 7 on Stora 
Ursvik).363  

In the context of Förvaltaren’s historical dominance and the number of 
rental housing apartments in the municipality, this loss of a development man-
date has essentially not been controversial among the municipal or Förvaltaren 
representatives that were interviewed for this thesis. It is foremost the political 
directive to sell buildings and support tenure conversion for the establishment 
of tenant-owner associations that, although not officially, has been unwanted 
by public officials working for Förvaltaren.364 

Accounting for both formal directives and informal municipal relations 
produced in this context, the contradictory organizational role and status of 
Förvaltaren may finally be highlighted on three interrelated levels. First, 
through municipal owners’ directives to play an active role in urban develop-
ment, to produce rental housing, and to acquire land, while transferring finan-
cial turnover to the municipality (to cover investments), divesting land (for 
private developers’ acquisitions), and supporting tenure conversions (to bal-
ance the housing tenure composition). Second, through the municipal strategy 
to pool Förvaltaren with other competitors for land allocation contracts under 
conditions of a consistent inclination toward private developers and tenant-
owned housing (an additional process to balance the housing tenure composi-
tion in the municipality and to attract wealthy households).365 Third, through 
how Förvaltaren’s continuously produced planning outputs (as part of the di-
rectives mentioned earlier) were denied formal and legal status in municipal 
administrative practices, as the municipality was building up their own com-
petences and resources in these matters, and sought to assert new power rela-
tions. 

Regarding its general institutional features, the case of Förvaltaren is illus-
trative of contradictory outcomes of the creative destruction of neoliberal lo-
calization. The transition of planning’s project-developmental function from 
Förvaltaren to the municipality, and the formal and informal relations pro-
duced as part of it, generated the more or less complete loss of an assigned 

                               
361 Interview I-18-2 
362 Interview I-17-11 
363 Fastighets AB Förvaltaren (2015), Årsredovisning och hållbarhetsredovisning 2015 
364 Interview I-17-3 
365 Interview I-18-7 
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development mandate for the public housing company. Formal objectives in-
stead steered efforts to what were, for Förvaltaren, new policy areas such as 
tenure conversion, as well as financial schemes such as value transfers and 
intra-municipal sales and acquisitions of land and estates between municipal 
daughter companies. Moreover, they sustained strategic-representative prac-
tices in the continued production and adjustment of planning and land use 
items, which however were not to be institutionally adhered to in municipal 
practice.  

The 2000s and 2010s thus represented a period in which Förvaltaren was – 
due to major ownership in land, buildings, and housing estates in the munici-
pality – an object and tool in neoliberal localization: an actor that facilitated 
certain arrangements in the pursuit of urban and economic growth. Simulta-
neously, Förvaltaren was a subject to neoliberal localization: a direct and in-
direct target of the unfolding of new planning and development arrangements, 
which greatly changed the institutional role of the company. This specific dy-
namic concerns the creative destruction of the public housing company, mean-
ing not only that the public housing structure was gradually dismantled and 
that its development largely ceased, but that the inherited organizational and 
economic capacities of Förvaltaren as a company was utilized as tools in new 
market-oriented development practices. The specific irony of the contradic-
tory role of Förvaltaren in the 2000s and 2010s is that the company has sup-
ported the dismantling of itself. As noted, subsequent chapters in this thesis 
will include additional descriptions of these matters, with regard to urban de-
velopment projects targeting specific municipal areas. 

6.2.3 Re-representing the urban 

The great changes that occurred in the 2000s happened because [we] started to 
see ourselves as a part of Stockholm. Earlier, Sundbyberg was viewed as the 
center of the universe, with the rest being meaningless or without any value.366 

There used to be a slogan, the ‘small town in the big city.’ I am allergic to the 
concept ‘small town.’ [And] currently, we are much more a part of the city 
rather than a small town within it. We have become much more urbanized.367 

These accounts, given to me in interviews with two political representatives 
of Sundbybergs stad, point to a shifting discourse in representations of space 
that, in the 2000s and 2010s, were produced in municipal planning items. This 
section analyzes the neoliberal creative moment of rolling-out new entrepre-
neurial discourses that resulted in the destruction of discourses and represen-

                               
366 Interview I-17-7 
367 Interview I-18-3 
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tations of a commonly shared ‘small town.’ With a focus on strategic munici-
pal comprehensive plans, produced to guide and proclaim overarching inten-
tions in municipal planning, development, and land use arrangements368, it ex-
plains how shifting representations of Sundbyberg’s relationship to Stock-
holm’s inner city and the Greater Stockholm region discursively support and 
legitimize a municipal focus on urban and economic growth. Growth – in 
Swedish: Tillväxt – is presented in the later comprehensive plans (published 
in 2010/13369 and 2017) as a taken-for-granted concept, neither well-defined 
nor nuanced, but generally implying the development of housing and the built 
environment, and an increase in the municipal population as well as in tempo-
rary visitors. Thus, the section focuses on how the objective of attracting new 
residents and visitors is expressed and related to certain urban representations 
and discursive keywords. In turn, it explains how these differ from discourses 
in the earlier comprehensive plans (1991 and 2001), which represented values 
and objectives that were effectively destroyed by the mobilization of a neolib-
eral discourse. The analysis thereby demonstrates the discursive interlinking 
of the regional scale and the imperative for municipal action. 

All comprehensive plans address Sundbyberg’s geographical localization 
in a greater urban region. However, the imperatives for municipal planning 
and development derived from depictions of the social relations in Stockholm 
differ substantially. In a section of the 2001 plan entitled “Sundbyberg in the 
heart of the Stockholm region,” which describes the Greater Stockholm region 
as one experiencing rapid economic and social development, a representation 
of space effectively decouples regional interests in urban growth and the spe-
cific interests of the municipality, which may or may not be aligned with the 
former:  

It is important that we ourselves know what we want to accomplish and that 
we make clear our intentions and motives to be better able to claim our interest 
vis-à-vis others. […] Sundbyberg is first of all our municipality, our hometown 
and our identity. We shall, in our planning activities, therefore proceed from 
our citizens’ needs when formulating our future.370 Sundbyberg shall retain its 
identity despite an increasingly integrated region. […] The ‘small town in the 
big city’ is a useful point of departure for developing and improving 
Sundbyberg.371 It is within this balancing act, between conserving the town’s 

                               
368 In accordance with the Swedish National Board of Housing, Building and Planning (2010), 
“The Planning and Building Act,” Ref. 2010:900. Municipal comprehensive plans are moreover 
obliged to declare how national state interests are catered to in the planning of the physical 
environment, in accordance with “Miljöbalk 1998:808, Chap. 3 & 4.”  
369 The 2013 plan is almost identical to the 2010 plan, essentially only revised for the develop-
ment of one area.  
370 Sundbybergs stad (2001), ”Sundbybergs Översiktsplan 2001,” pp. 10-12 
371 Ibid. pp. 13-14 
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identity and at the same time playing an active role in the region’s develop-
ment, that the great planning tasks lie at the beginning of the 2000s.372 [My 
emphasis] 

In practices to promote strategic interests, the municipality may accept, at the 
most, assuming “reasonable373 responsibility for the development of the re-
gion”374, declared the chairperson of the municipal executive board in the 2001 
plan’s preface. A concrete expression of this point relates to the regional lack 
of residential housing. The municipality was, with the development of Hal-
lonbergen and Rissne in the 1970s–80s, represented as having justifiably con-
tributed to the supply of housing in the region. Further “responsibility” must 
therefore be balanced with the municipal interest in maintaining recreational 
and green spaces. In this context, one municipal area, Stora Ursvik, was pre-
sented as the only viable option for “a more extensive development.”375  

In this sense, the 2001 comprehensive plan represented regional and mu-
nicipal interests as potentially incompatible. Regional interests are to be pur-
sued in municipal practices to the extent that they also reflect municipal inter-
ests. As the excerpt presented earlier illustrated, these declarations were dis-
cursively interlinked to the more symbolically guiding representation “the 
small town in the big city.”376 The 2001 comprehensive plan thereby built on 
Sundbybergs stad’s first comprehensive plan published in 1991, which exten-
sively – in three double column pages – sought to identify the characteristics, 
qualities, and values pertaining to “the small town Sundbyberg.” The 1991 
plan outlined the objective to “safeguard the unique ‘Sundbyberg-esque’” as-
sociated with the particular characteristics of a small town in a greater urban 
region.377 

Representations of regional urban conditions and relations in the 2010/13 
and 2017 comprehensive plans diverged from those in the earlier plans. In 
these plans, local and regional interests were, if not equivalent, at least in sym-
biosis with each other. In the 2010/13 plan, ‘Stockholm’ was depicted as a 
more positive category. In the context of a population growth of 200,000 in-
habitants since the last plan, “The capital of Scandinavia” was highlighted for 
its ”strategic position by the Baltic Sea [and an employment rate] among the 
highest in Europe.” The following excerpt illustrates how a region with an 
expanding inner city, and with multiple ‘urban cores,’ is represented as pro-
ducing a power field, which “presumes responsibility” for the municipality. 

                               
372 Ibid. p. 5 
373 In Swedish: Rimlig 
374 Ibid. p. 5 
375 Ibid. p. 12 
376 Ibid. p. 13 
377 Sundbybergs stad (1991), ”Sundbybergs Översiktsplan 1991,” pp. 14-16 
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[…] the development of the region is founded on multiple cores. Seen from an 
overview perspective, there are mainly two functional regional cores: the cen-
tral regional core and Kista. Even though Kista is growing and has the condi-
tions to grow further, it is Stockholm’s central regional core that is truly grow-
ing. The central regional core is growing from the inside out. [Sundbyberg is] 
in the power field created between Stockholm and Kista.378 […] The munici-
pality is growing and alongside neighboring municipalities, a new and bigger 
municipality is taking form. This presumes responsibility, and Sundbybergs 
stad is ready to assume regional and local responsibility for providing attrac-
tive housing and workplaces in a very central location. At the same time, we 
have positive attitudes toward development opportunities outside the boundary 
of the municipality.379 […] We shall create conditions for continued growth.380 
[My emphasis] 

These excerpts from the 2013 plan show a discursive re-representation. Re-
gional responsibility – including an alignment with growth objectives in the 
Region Stockholm Development Plan381 – was no longer represented as con-
ditional, but as an imperative linked to the urban growth of the municipality 
itself. In the 2001 plan, the ‘power field’ was described as producing “pres-
sure” on areas in the proximity of Stockholm’s inner city as businesses and 
companies were “forced out” due to the lack of amenities.382 In the 2010/13 
plan, on the contrary, the municipality is represented as being an active rather 
than passive subject. Municipal opportunity structures were essentially 
grounded in regionally common interests: the continued development of resi-
dential houses and business locales, and the strengthening of “experience val-
ues” for visitors.383 In the 2017 comprehensive plan, the “challenge accepted” 
to integrate Sundbyberg in the regional core, and the imperative to constitute 
an “alternative and complement to Stockholm City” (denoting the inner city) 
presented in the 2010/13 plans, received additional emphasis. Parallel to indi-
cators of recent years’ accomplishments and urban and economic growth (e.g. 
emphasizing the now higher-than-regional-average employment rate in 
Sundbyberg), Sundbyberg is depicted as playing a crucial role in pursuing the 
regionally shared objective of “[…] Stockholm becoming Europe’s most at-
tractive metropolitan region.”384 

The mobilization of entrepreneurial discourses was signified by the in-
creased emphasis on regional integration and responsibility in the later plans, 
including an emphasis on value words such as ‘attractive’385, ‘growth,’ and 

378 Sundbybergs stad (2013), ”Sundbybergs Översiktsplan 2013,” Ref. KS-0464/2011, p. 21 
379 Ibid. p. 24 
380 Ibid. p. 2 
381 Region Stockholm (2010), ”Regional utvecklingsplan för Stockholmsregionen,” Ref. 5:2010 
382 Sundbybergs stad (2001), ”Sundbybergs Översiktsplan 2001,” p. 10 
383 Sundbybergs stad (2017), ”Sundbybergs Översiktsplan 2017,” p. 28 
384 Ibid. p. 16 
385 The word ‘attractive’ was in the 2001 plan as well, occasionally as an objective in planning, 
but more often as a recognition of Sundbyberg’s geographical location in a growing urban re-
gion, for example with reference to a transforming employment sector.  
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“destination.”386 The hospitality sector, as an intended outcome of the devel-
opment of “attractive places,” was for the first time ever introduced as a mu-
nicipal ‘interest area’ in the 2017 comprehensive plan. Sundbyberg must, es-
sentially, have the “ability to attract.”387 For such purposes, urban “revitaliza-
tion” was signified as a particularly important instrument for highlighting the 
municipality for potential residents, visitors, and investors: 

It is important to advertise Sundbyberg’s many advantages, preferably in dif-
ferent revitalization projects, to highlight Sundbyberg in the region and thereby 
strengthen the town’s trademark.388 

One key feature of the mobilization of entrepreneurial discourses in the 
2010/13 and 2017 plans was that the addressed subjects became less clearly 
defined as the existing inhabitants of Sundbyberg. For example, development 
objectives emphasized how an increase in visitors would have positive effects 
on the municipal business sector and commercial establishments. In stark con-
trast, when the 2001 plan outlined the intention to redevelop the station area 
in Central Sundbyberg, it was with the objective 

 “[…] to ‘reconquer’ the central area for the town’s inhabitants. […] The trans-
formation will be done with a view to maintaining and strengthening Central 
Sundbyberg’s traditional urban environment.”389 [My emphasis] 

In line with this, the question of the concerned planning subjects – that is, the 
main target group in the plans – discursively linked to the question of ‘iden-
tity.’ For example, whereas the 2001 plan recognized an established identity 
of a commonly shared hometown, and called for listening to local inhabitants’ 
needs when articulating visions, the 2017 plan stated that the development of 
“attractive places” to appeal to visitors also has the spillover effect of “attrac-
tiveness” increasing for Sundbyberg’s existing inhabitants.390 ‘Identity’ was, 
in this sense, not related to a historically produced small town from which 
shared responsibilities derived (as in the 2001 plan). Instead, it was repre-
sented as something to be produced in alignment with opportunities given by 
the spatial integration of Sundbyberg into an urban growth region.  

Overall, the word ‘identity’ was mentioned in four instances in the 2001 
plan, and in six instances in the 2010/13 and 2017 plans. In the 2001 plan, 
‘identity’ was in these instances represented as something i) shared on the lo-
cal scale, ii) historically produced and to be preserved and managed, and iii) 
potentially incompatible with development of the Stockholm region.391 In the 

                               
386 Sundbybergs stad (2017), ”Sundbybergs Översiktsplan 2017,” p. 52 
387 Ibid. p. 49 
388 Sundbybergs stad (2013), ”Sundbybergs Översiktsplan 2013,” Ref. KS-0464/2011, p. 17 
389 Sundbybergs stad (2001), ”Sundbybergs Översiktsplan 2001,” p. 15 
390 Sundbybergs stad (2017), ”Sundbybergs Översiktsplan 2017,” p. 52 
391 Sundbybergs stad (2001), ”Sundbybergs Översiktsplan 2001,” p. 11, 13, 15, 36 
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2010/13 and 2017 plans, ‘identity’ was represented as i) strengthened through 
investments in public spaces that produce a greater variation in the ‘town scen-
ery’, ii) generated through cultural activities and revitalization of the built en-
vironment, and iii) generated as a shared attribute through a municipal project 
focused on spatially connecting municipal areas.392 

Thus, the dividing line between representations of identity in the plans pri-
marily related to identity’s representation as a quality already found in 
Sundbyberg’s existing social spaces, or a potential quality reached in and 
through practices to transform urban space. Imperatives to either preserve and 
secure identity, or to produce identity through economic investments and 
place-making projects, were, in this sense, reflecting different perspectives on 
development implications derived from Sundbyberg’s spatial embeddedness 
in Greater Stockholm. Increasingly, municipal intentions for planning, devel-
opment, and land use arrangements were declared to be conditioned on, and 
supportive of, regional interests and patterns of urban growth. In this context, 
the issue of local identity became a signifier for the subjects and actors con-
cerned with municipal planning and development, the discursive re-represen-
tation of Sundbyberg’s urban spaces, and, ultimately, a process of neoliberal 
localization.  

One final observation is that the 2010/13 comprehensive plan manifested a 
logic and argument for, at least partial, austerity measures in the midst of in-
tensified urban development. It presented a major municipal concern in that 
investments in the built environment must be synchronized with the increase 
in population. The following excerpt – which followed observations of an ex-
pected increase in municipal taxing power and the notion that better municipal 
social services correlate with a “higher economic standard” in the population 
– is illustrative of how urban and economic growth generates its own spinning 
wheel of investments and reinvestments. 

To create an economic space for investments, the municipality has to limit its 
operational costs. Good economic housekeeping entails the need to maintain 
costs within the framework of municipal tax revenues, despite the greater de-
mands on and requests for municipal services. This means, for example, that 
the municipality should generate an annual surplus and find alternative finan-
cial forms to mediate increased investment volumes.393 [My emphasis] 

This representation contributed to an economic discourse underlying the need 
for continued speculation in, and development of, municipal land and built 
environments. The depicted economic strategy, while not denoting the violent 
austerity measures and fiscal constraints found in neoliberal policies in other 
                               
392 Sundbybergs stad (2017), ”Sundbybergs Översiktsplan 2017,” p. 52, 66; Sundbybergs stad 
(2013), ”Sundbybergs Översiktsplan 2013,” Ref. KS-0464/2011, p. 20, 47, 67. The one excep-
tion to these presentations of identity was the use of the term to emphasize that municipal parks 
each have unique characteristics (ibid. p. 52) 
393 Sundbybergs stad (2013), ”Sundbybergs Översiktsplan 2013,” Ref. KS-0464/2011, p. 17 
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contexts394, stressed an economic policy structure meant to incentivize build-
ing and land development as part of general municipal economic management, 
which however was not to support the operation of everyday welfare services. 
As such, it reflected an official policy that drew on economic rationales to 
legitimize the continued pursuit of urban growth.  

In summary, then, Sundbybergs stad’s comprehensive plans simultane-
ously reflect and depict the pursuit of urban growth through municipal urban 
planning and development. In this longitudinal process, the key objective to 
preserve characteristics of a small town, first introduced in the 1991 compre-
hensive plan395 and built upon in the 2001 comprehensive plan, effectively 
vanished. The urban particularity of Central Sundbyberg, however, was still 
recognized as an asset. Two key features of the re-representation of the urban 
have been to emphasize conditions and opportunities generated by 
Sundbyberg’s sociospatial integration into Greater Stockholm, and to turn the 
concerns of, and ultimately the subjects of, planning discourse away from ex-
isting inhabitants to potential inhabitants, visitors, and investors. By focusing 
specifically on representations of identity, a neoliberalization of discourse was 
exemplified. The ways in which neoliberal discourse subsumes and builds 
upon certain economic and financial logics, as the final quote exemplified, 
will be continuously revealed throughout the empirical analysis in this thesis.  

6.3 Concluding discussion 
This chapter has explained how Sundbyberg initiated and unfolded a new par-
adigm in municipal planning and development. First, it explained the post-war 
dominance of the municipal public housing company, Förvaltaren. Thereby, 
it identified three broader interrelated factors in the social production of space 
in Sundbyberg that, at the turn of the 21th century, conditioned municipal plan-
ning and development. Respectively, the factors related to the characteristics 
of the built environments of different municipal areas; that the epoch of För-
valtaren’s hegemony, which ended in the 1990s, was not immediately suc-
ceeded by new practices and policies in urban planning, development, and 
housing production; and the problematic municipal demographic and eco-
nomic context. Second, the chapter explained three processes of neoliberal 
localization that supported a paradigm shift in municipal planning and devel-
opment in the 2000s and 2010s. Section 6.2.1 demonstrated how municipal 
institutional infrastructures were reconfigured to support new political objec-
tives, produce municipal planning items, and establish collaborations with 
market actors. Section 6.2.2 focused on Förvaltaren’s contradictory role as 

                               
394 Margit Mayer (2017), “Whose city? From Ray Pahl’s critique of the Keynesian city to the 
contestations around neoliberal urbanism,” The Sociological Review, 2017, Vol. 65(2) 
395 Sundbybergs stad (1991), ”Sundbybergs Översiktsplan 1991” 
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part of this process. It identified that public housing has been dismantled 
through tenure conversions, showed how Förvaltaren was denied executive 
mandates for development (although with formal directives to develop) as the 
municipality sought to establish new power relations to its public housing 
company, and exemplified how it adopted financial functions in new munici-
pal development arrangements. Section 6.2.3 analyzed municipal comprehen-
sive plans to illustrate a neoliberalization of discourse produced in the re-rep-
resentation of Sundbyberg. It thereby explained how the two latest plans le-
gitimized municipal investments in urban development with reference to three 
aspects. First, the continued growth of Greater Stockholm region calls for a 
municipal ‘responsibility.’ Second, the need to develop ‘attractive places’ for 
new inhabitant, visitors, and investments, which indirectly will benefit exist-
ing inhabitants. Third, the need to develop a spatial ‘identity’ rather than main-
taining and strengthening a historically developed identity pertaining to the 
‘small town in the big city’, which was an objective in earlier plans.  

As elaborated in this thesis’ theoretical framework, abstract space relates 
to the perspective through which neoliberal localization is a rational process 
for municipal political leaders and administrative executives and experts. As 
such, it establishes rationalities and categories in relation to which space may 
be produced with new meanings and possibilities in accordance with its as-
sessed values and qualities, to support the intensification of capitalist relations 
and processes of urbanization. This chapter has essentially shown that an ab-
stract space for municipal urban growth was not invented in the municipal 
context – the historical epoch of Förvaltaren had its own abstract space to 
dominate the spaces that expanded Sundbyberg’s urban territory north of the 
original town – but reinvented, to render municipal space an asset available 
for exploitation.396 By way of new strategies and tools to execute political, 
institutional, and legal power, and by way of producing a new language for 
spatial representations, the municipality set out on a mission to “take ad-
vantage of Sundbyberg’s enormous geographical location,” as a former polit-
ical leader expressed it in an interview.   

Sundbyberg’s development was always highly contingent on and condi-
tioned by geographical location: Central Sundbyberg historically developed 
as an industrial town near to Stockholm, and municipal post-war residential 
areas relied on well-developed transport infrastructures that spatially con-
nected residents to workplaces, consumer sites, and other types of areas in 

                               
396 As explained in the literature review, ‘growth’ was not an alien notion during the highly 
productive epoch of Förvaltaren. The Swedish welfare system developed in the post-war dec-
ades principally relied on an expanding economy of interconnected employment markets in 
urban regions, which were conceptualized as dampening the negative effects of structural chal-
lenges produced by de-industrialization and labor specialization. See: Sveriges Riksdag (1972), 
Inrikesdepartementet, ”Kungl. Maj:ts proposition angående regional utveckling och hushåll-
ning med mark och vatten; given Stockholms slott den 20 oktober 1972,” Prop. 1972:111, pp. 
458–460 
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Stockholm. However, the ‘stagnant’ state of the municipality at the turn of the 
21th century, which followed a decade of national housing deregulations and 
an uncertain demographic development in the municipality, extended the ap-
plication of ‘geographical location’ to new municipal relationships with the 
market. That is, the sector of social practice that – when Förvaltaren was hin-
dered from sourcing state capital for investment in previous manners – ena-
bled financial investment capital to transform the latent value of an ‘enormous 
geographical location’ into new and revitalized built environments. It is in this 
specific context that the 2010/13 and 2017 municipal comprehensive plans 
addressed the ‘power field,’ ‘multiple cores,’ and ‘expansion’ of the urban 
region to legitimize and declare possibilities for a new epoch of municipal 
urbanization. As the abstract space aligned with the paradigm shift in munic-
ipal planning and development centered on the regional scale, the notion 
‘small town in the big city’ ceased being a development imperative, as it dis-
cursively denoted conservativism in these matters, belonging to a social de-
mocracy and public and civil culture of the past. The idea of a locally shared 
identity – a representational space established in the historical production of 
Sundbyberg – also ceased being a development imperative, as it too was at 
odds with the abstract space that aimed to assert the spaces of Sundbyberg as 
exchangeable assets within the framework of neoliberal urbanism. 

In these processes, Förvaltaren lost its dominant position as a public hous-
ing company that not only had the narrower concern of housing on its agenda, 
but also the development of a modern society within a local, municipal con-
text. The consolidation of municipal power in new political directives, admin-
istrative practices, and planning items resonated with the market: the “open 
town” depicted in the poem Sundbybergsprologen in 1952 became open, in-
deed, to speculative interests and external investments. In the remainder of 
this thesis, the area-specific urban projects that extended from the localization 
of neoliberalism in central and strategic municipal policy and practice, and 
which produced a new historical period of municipal urbanization, are ex-
plained. The pragmatism of neoliberalism will be reflected in how these pro-
jects are instrumental in managing certain concerns formulated by municipal 
political leaders, public officials, and professional experts. In this way, addi-
tional explanations are added to reveal how Sundbybergs stad asserted control 
of the social production of space in its municipal territory, the smallest in Swe-
den. 
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7. The development of Stora Ursvik: Public-
private partnerships in the pursuit of a new 
municipal demography 

This chapter builds upon previous explanations of neoliberal localization in 
central and strategic municipal policy and practice, which I identified as the 
initiation and execution of a new paradigm in municipal urban planning and 
development in the 2000s and 2010s. It focuses on the first of three area-based 
projects to explain how neoliberal localization unfolds in a defined instance 
of urban planning and development. This chapter, then, focuses on the project 
that corresponds to the urban planning and development of the municipal area 
Stora Ursvik. Stora Ursvik is located in the mid-west of Sundbyberg’s terri-
tory, north of Rissne and the road Enköpingsvägen (until recently the Euro-
pean 18 highway), east of the border of Stockholm Municipality, and west of 
the area Lilla Ursvik. Stora Ursvik and Lilla Ursvik constitute the geo-admin-
istrative area Ursvik, which in the early 2000s had essentially only inhabitants 
in Lilla Ursvik. In terms of geographical area and continuance of develop-
ment, the Stora Ursvik project (henceforth, SUP) is the greatest urban devel-
opment project in Sundbyberg this side of the millennium with respect to res-
idential housing estates. 

The chapter is divided into three sections. Section 7.1 focuses on the deeper 
rationale of SUP as a project to attract new household groups to the munici-
pality through the development of new housing categories. This section ex-
plains how municipal concerns for its demography and economy, in tandem 
with co-governance actors’ preferences, steered the project to the development 
of primarily tenant-owned apartment buildings. Section 7.2 focuses on the co-
governance arrangements in SUP. It explains how several governance agree-
ments have provided the basis for collaboration and compromises, and illus-
trates how the municipality has established certain public interventions in a 
project that is fundamentally market driven. Section 7.3, finally, provides a 
concluding discussion on SUP as a major spatial implementation of the new 
paradigm in municipal urban development. 
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7.1 Reconstructing municipal housing markets to 
enhance municipal taxing power 

 
Figure 8. Orthophoto of the urbanized south side of Stora Ursvik, 2022. © 
Lantmäteriet.  397

This section explains how SUP has been immensely important as a project for 
neoliberal localization to reconstruct the municipal urban housing market.398 
The main argument is that the scale and unexploited nature of Stora Ursvik 
provided the spatial conditions to establish a project that centered on middle-
class family households in a period of municipal economic hardships. In sup-
port of this argument, this section explains how and why land owners and 
governance actors in SUP focused on housing as but one type of land use cat-
egory, and presents statistics describing the recent socioeconomic character of 
Ursvik as an inhabited municipal area. 

A key feature of SUP is that it concerns an area, 69 hectares in total, which 
previously had been developed very sparsely as regards urban environments 
and infrastructures. Since 1937, the area has been restricted to military training 
by The Swedish Defense Research Agency. In the early 2000s, the agency 

                               
397 Ortofoto RGB 0.50 m latest, Orthophoto. 
398 Henri Lefebvre (1991), The Production of Space, pp. 190–191 
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closed its operations in Stora Ursvik and relocated, which enabled a compre-
hensive development project like SUP to be pursued399, as other municipal ar-
eas were either thoroughly urbanized or, in Sundbyberg’s northernmost terri-
tory, politically more sensitive due to their nature and recreational values.400 
Stora Ursvik was, in this context, considered Sundbyberg’s next ‘annual ring’. 
Municipal Politicians and public officials in Sundbyberg often use this termi-
nology to emphasize how the built environments of municipal areas are 
marked the ideas and techniques of their time of production: they are historical 
‘rings’ expanding from Central Sundbyberg’s location south in the municipal-
ity. SUP, then, aimed at producing a new municipal area north of 
Sundbyberg’s urbanized and inhabited areas.401 As stated in the 2001 in-depth 
comprehensive plan, the first adopted planning item declaring the strategic 
development intentions for the area, the existing “cultural milieus” of Stora 
Ursvik to be considered in development consisted of only “four registered an-
cient monuments.”402 Correspondingly, participatory dialogues arranged as 
part of SUP showed that the inhabitants of Sundbyberg largely had little or no 
prior connection to Stora Ursvik.403 The area was thus a space that contained 
few or no features as a social space in the municipal context: “the physical as 
well as identity-related connection to the rest of Sundbyberg is assessed as 
very weak,” a planning item declared. 404 It was a space, then, where landown-
ing governance actors could envision, manage, and materially arrange space 
from the ground up – and create a completely new urban land market in mu-
nicipal territory. 

Because of this instrumentality as an ‘empty space,’ SUP unfolded with the 
strategic municipal objective of producing an area comprising housing estates 
with a greater ratio of large apartments compared to other municipal areas, to 
attract family households, and to, in turn, enhance municipal taxing power. 
SUP centered on population groups that, regarding their socioeconomic and 
household characteristics, would promote the revival of municipal econ-
omy.405 This objective responds to issues that were already identified in the 
late 1970s concerning municipal demography: an increasing proportion of el-
derly, a decreasing proportion of new births, a dominance of small and a ma-
jority of single-person households, and, ultimately, a decline in taxing 

                               
399 Interview I-17-9 
400 See, e.g.: Sundbybergs stad (2001), ”Sundbybergs Översiktsplan 2001”; Sundbybergs stad 
(2013), ”Sundbybergs Översiktsplan 2013,” Ref. KS-0464/2011 
401 Sundbybergs stad (2003), “Stora Ursvik. Fördjupad översiktsplan för Sundbybergs stad, för-
djupning för delen Stora Ursvik,” Ref. 11–5, p. 2  
402 Ibid. p. 24 
403 Sundbybergs stad (2014), Stadsbyggnads- och Miljöförvaltningen, ”Samrådsredogörelse. 
Programsamråd. Planprogram för delområde 2 inom stadsbyggnadsprojekt Ursvik – del av fas-
tigheterna Sundbyberg 2:44, 2:79 och 2:85 i Sundbybergs stad,” Ref. SMN-0899/2011 
404 Ibid. p. 4 
405 Interviews I-18-5, I-17-10, I-17-13 
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power.406 In the historical context of decades of de-industrialization in Central 
Sundbyberg, the 1990s national economic crisis, a decreasing municipal pop-
ulation in the early 2000s, and the (negative) impact of redistributive struc-
tures of the Swedish municipal financial equalization system, the demo-
graphic question was at the top of the municipal agenda. As a former chair-
person of the municipal executive board informed me in an interview: 

It was a demographic analysis grounded in an economic analysis. When the 
municipal financial equalization system was remade407, Sundbyberg became 
huge net-contributors. We had no population groups that cost society anything. 
We had an overrepresentation of singles in the part of our population that was 
in paid employment. [As] the equalization system functions both as income 
equalization and cost equalization, we were losers at both ends because our 
population was paid well in comparison to municipal populations in the other 
parts of the country. Yet, we had no groups that cost anything. As an effect, 
we had a net-contribution of 170 MSEK at most.408  

The municipal socioeconomic and demographic composition contributed to, 
as a municipal public official informed me in an interview, “the loss of tax 
revenue in the form of wage tax, and increased costs in the form of social relief 
and allowances.”409 The objective was thus to produce “markets of housing”410 
within the municipality, to maintain and attract new inhabitants at the stage of 
life in which they made their economic careers, formed families, and sought 
larger dwellings.  

In this context, the economic incentives to attract family households to 
Stora Ursvik were aligned with additional objectives: to attract a population 
with middle-class dispositions and to build tenant-owned apartment buildings 
(and, although to a lesser extent, single-family houses). 411 Municipal repre-
sentatives who were leading the initiation of a new paradigm in urban planning 
and development read the early works of Richard Florida to discuss and iden-
tify the urban qualities and characteristics that generate attractive urban mi-
lieus for younger middle-class residents and consumers.412 In 2005, landown-
ing governance actors in SUP produced a ‘brand platform’ that described the 
overarching objective to “create an image,” i.e., a sellable profile of Stora 
Ursvik, as a new urbanized area, and to convince Sundbyberg’s inhabitants 

                               
406 Sundbybergs stad (1980), “Förslag till gemensamma planeringsförutsättningar för Sundby-
berg 1981–1985,” municipal archival Ref. FA5: 15 
407 Sveriges Regering (2004), Finansdepartementet, “Ändringar i det kommunala utjämnings-
systemet”, Prop. 2003/04:155 
408 Interview I-18-5 
409 Interview I-17-9. Also: I-18-7 
410 Interview I-18-5; Sundbybergs stad (2003), “Stora Ursvik. Fördjupad översiktsplan för 
Sundbybergs stad, fördjupning för delen Stora Ursvik,” Ref. 11-5, p. 30 
411 Interviews I-17-9, I-17-6. Also: I-17-11 
412 Interview I-18-5. Also I-18-7 
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that the area “is the appropriate alternative for housing careers [my empha-
sis].”413 The brand platform depicted a large number of characteristics of hy-
pothesized “housing consumers” that resemble various characteristics of ac-
tive middle-class lifestyles. These include those who wear sporty clothes and 
fashion jeans, drive Volvo, are curling parents, like to window shop at fancy 
gallerias, ski in well-known skiing villages in Sweden, “fight to keep together 
family values in a ‘cosmopolitan reality’,” and other characteristics which 
seemingly are the brainstormed outcome of the minds of governance repre-
sentatives.414 As a public official involved in SUP additionally informed me in 
an interview, targeted housing consumers were also those in immigrant-dense 
neighborhoods in direct proximity415 who had become economically middle-
class and wished to “show it” through housing.416 Because the image and status 
of Stora Ursvik as an urban area were to be determined, governance actors in 
SUP sought consensus around a profitable urban profile for the area, as this 
profile would, in turn, determine its attractivity for housing consumers. 

Thus, middle-class families and tenant-owned apartment buildings were 
represented as a mutually reinforcing combination417 at the project’s outset, in 
a period when tenant-owned apartment prices had increased exponentially: in 
the 2000s, the average price of tenant-owned apartments in Stockholm County 
doubled.418 An estimated value increase of tenant-owned apartments became 
an integral part of the municipal housing strategy to support residential va-
cancy chains, in tandem with new and larger apartments.419 Likewise, the eco-
nomic incentives of private real estate developers and constructors derived 
from homeownership tenure, which corresponded to a reluctance to develop 
both rental housing and business and commercial locales in Stora Ursvik.420 
An adopted calculation key for the value of property categories in SUP is il-
lustrative of the asymmetry: at 2,800 SEK/square meter, tenant-owned apart-
ment estates were valued at almost three times that of office locales, and al-
most four times that of rental housing, as land use categories.421 As evident in 
the minutes of a leading group meeting in SUP, there were occasionally even 

                               
413 Sundbybergs stad (2005), ”Varumärkesplattform Stora Ursvik,” municipal archival Ref. F23 
AA: 1  
414 Ibid. 
415 Such as Rinkeby and Tensta in Stockholm municipality. 
416 Interview I-17-6. Also: I-17-11 
417 Interviews I-17-9, I-17-6. Also: I-17-11 
418 Statistics Sweden (2021), “Försäljning av bostadsrätter efter region,” Period 2000–2009. 
419 Interview I-17-7 
420 Interview I-17-9; Sundbybergs stad (2015), Stadsledningskontoret, Kommunstyrelsen, “Ex-
ploateringsavtal 2 Ursvik mellan Sundbybergs stad och Fastighets AB Förvaltaren,” Ref. KS-
0292/2015 
421 Sundbybergs stad (2016), Stadsledningskontoret, “Underlag för kompletterande ersättning 
av mark,” Ref. KS-0292/2015 
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concerns among governance actors that too many commercial locales would 
be built at a market situation that favored tenant-owned apartment buildings.422  

Market conditions therefore trumped a number of “high risks” associated 
with SUP at the outset, which could have made private developers reluctant 
to invest in the project the municipality was eager to arrange. 423 Risk factors 
related to uncertainty concerning the coordination of co-governance (see sec-
tion 7.2), on the one hand, and to the area’s lack of public transportation and 
other attractive urban features, as well as the estimated lack of a variety of 
land use activities given the one-sided preference for residential housing, on 
the other. 424 The following quote from an interview with a municipal public 
official who was involved in SUP, is illustrative of how Stora Ursvik became 
a driver for real estate companies’ interests in Sundbyberg. Interests, then, that 
emerged during a period when municipal political and administrative prac-
tices, as the previous chapter described, were arranged to cater to private urban 
investments that were previously not found in Sundbyberg’s territory:  

There were a few projects in the stone town [Central Sundbyberg, my note]. 
However, looking at Stora Ursvik, it had very little to do with the stone town. 
It nevertheless grew like hell. It was the big growth area. To have that type of 
growth, you need the political will and intention. You need politics that pro-
duce detailed development plans, and that affirms urban growth. Then, of 
course, there needs to be a market demand. There was a market demand in 
Sundbyberg; not because of Sundbyberg in the strict sense, but because it is 
located like an enclave within Stockholm. There was a housing shortage crisis 
and fantastic economic boom for many years. […] It was like a lump of sugar 
for private developers.425 

Several numbers are indicative of SUP’s achievement in reconfiguring the 
municipal demography by adding new residents and housing to the municipal 
administrative area Ursvik of both Stora Ursvik and Lilla Ursvik. Ursvik in-
creased its population from 815 inhabitants in 2005 (the great majority, if not 
all, residing in Lilla Ursvik) to 8,943 inhabitants in 2018.426 Ursvik has a much 
larger share of larger households (three rooms or more and a kitchen) than 
other municipal areas characterized by apartment buildings, and the area has 
the highest municipal person-per-household ratio in the municipality (2.59, in 

                               
422 Sundbybergs stad (2008), Näringsliv & Exploatering, ”Minnesanteckningar från lednings-
gruppsmöte nr 55, Stora Ursvik,” municipal archival Ref. F23 AA: 1. Also: Sundbybergs stad 
(2016), Stadsledningskontoret, “Underlag för kompletterande ersättning av mark,” Ref. KS-
0292/2015 
423 Interviews I-17-9, I-17-6 
424 Sundbybergs stad (2016), Kommunstyrelsen, “Genomförandeavtal för stadsbyggnadspro-
jektet Ursvik,” Ref. KS-0362/2016; Ipsos-Eureka & Sundbybergs stad (undated document), 
”Om Ursvik – en gemensam bild,” municipal archival Ref. F23 AA: 1 (2004–2010, 2009–2010) 
425 Interview I-17-10 
426 Region Stockholm (2015), Planområdesprognoser, ”Sundbybergs kommun: Befolknings-
prognos 2016–2025”; Region Stockholm (2018), Planområdesprognoser, ”Sundbybergs kom-
mun: Befolkningsprognos 2019–2028” 
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2018). It has a larger share of younger adults (age 24–44, 43.8% of total pop-
ulation, in 2018), and a significantly larger share of children (age 0–15, 29.9% 
of total population, in 2018) than any other municipal area, which has been a 
development objective with respect to financial state subsidies for social ser-
vices, as part of the Swedish municipal financial equalization system. The area 
has the highest percentage of post-secondary degrees and the highest percent-
age of high-income earners (annual income of 360 TSEK and above) in the 
municipal population (in 2018).427 A population with a foreign background has 
increasingly characterized the area (17.1% in 2008; 42.3% in 2018). Moreo-
ver, to a higher degree than Swedish-born individuals, foreign-born individu-
als have a post-secondary education, which corresponds to the objective to 
attract new middle-class groups with a migrant background428, as well as in-
ternational employees at Kista Science City.429 Next to Duvbo, Ursvik has the 
highest proportion of tenant-owned apartments and single-family houses, and 
the lowest proportion of rental apartments, in the municipality.430 Overall, 
3,063 housing units were built during the period 2006–2018.431 

                               
427 Region Stockholm (2018), Planområdesprognoser, ”Sundbybergs kommun: Befolknings-
prognos 2019–2028” 
428 Interview I-17-9 
429 The telecom company Ericsson is a major employer in Kista Science City, directly north of 
Sundbyberg’s territory.  
430 Region Stockholm (2018), ”Boendestrukturen i Stockholms län och delområden 2017 – en 
registerstudie”, Befolkningsprognos 2018–2027/60, Demografirapport 2018:9, p. 98 
431 Ibid.; Region Stockholm (2015), Planområdesprognoser, ”Sundbybergs kommun: Befolk-
ningsprognos 2016–2025” 
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Figure 9. The entrance to Stora Ursvik. The photo is taken from the other side of 
Enköpingsvägen. May, 2022.  

Because of this preference for housing production, Stora Ursvik developed 
into a homogenous residential area with respect to a lack of diversity in land 
use activities. The workplace, commercial, and service establishments that 
were depicted as contributing to a desired “urban variety” and “city life” in 
the 2003 in-depth comprehensive plan remained largely unfulfilled432, and res-
idents have expressed their dissatisfaction with the unidimensionality of land 
use activities in their new area.433 In fact, the area’s main square and intended 
public locus, which was depicted as spatially clustering complementary land 
use activities, was not yet developed at the end of the 2010s. The office build-
ings planned along the E18 highway, with a secondary function to protect res-
idential housing districts from noise pollution, were replaced with a physical 
embankment.434  

                               
432 Sundbybergs stad (2003), “Stora Ursvik. Fördjupad översiktsplan för Sundbybergs stad, för-
djupning för delen Stora Ursvik,” Ref. 11-5; Sundbybergs stad (2014), Stadsbyggnads- och 
Miljöförvaltningen, ”Samrådsredogörelse. Programsamråd. Planprogram för delområde 2 inom 
stadsbyggnadsprojekt Ursvik – del av fastigheterna Sundbyberg 2:44, 2:79 och 2:85 i Sundby-
bergs stad,” Ref. SMN-0899/2011 
433 Sundbybergs stad (2014), Stadsbyggnads- och Miljöförvaltningen, ”Samrådsredogörelse. 
Programsamråd. Planprogram för delområde 2 inom stadsbyggnadsprojekt Ursvik – del av fas-
tigheterna Sundbyberg 2:44, 2:79 och 2:85 i Sundbybergs stad,” Ref. SMN-0899/2011; Nai 
Svefa & Sundbybergs stad (2013), “Rapport från medborgardialog om kvaliteter i Ursviks 
Västra delar”; Ola Håkansson (2012, May 7), ”Stora Ursvik får 15 000 invånare,” Mitt i Sund-
byberg. Electronic access. 
434 Sundbybergs stad (2015), Kommunstyrelsen, Stadsledningskontoret, “Exploateringsavtal 2 
Ursvik mellan Sundbybergs stad och Fastighets AB Förvaltaren,” Ref. KS-0292/2015 



 

 140 

However, considering Stora Ursvik as a, in Lefebvre’s words, “field of ac-
tion [that for the municipality] offered its extension to the deployment of pro-
jects and practical intentions,”435 SUP’s importance as an urban project mainly 
pertains to the scale of municipal territorial jurisdiction. The sudden availabil-
ity of 69 hectares of land largely lacking land use activities and local planning 
regulations, following the military relocation, provided a unique opportunity 
for creating a new municipal real estate market. A market, then, that according 
to municipal representatives could compensate for the problematic, histori-
cally produced imbalance in the municipal population and housing composi-
tion. The municipality had, as described in the previous chapter, severe eco-
nomic hardships around the turn of the millennium and borrowed money just 
to operate its municipal social services.436  

As the first area-based deployment of the new paradigm in municipal urban 
planning and development, the abstract space of SUP was thus primarily an-
chored within a political economy of territory, that is, an intra-regional com-
petition for housing consumers, in their capacity as taxpayers. Rather than en-
suring the maintenance of high architectural and spatial values throughout the 
stages of development, the instrumentality of abstract space directed SUP to 
the concern of municipal demography. It compensated for the lack of inherited 
municipal housing markets. Thus, it compensated for the inherited municipal 
spatial landscapes of post-war residential areas produced by Förvaltaren, and 
the original town, Central Sundbyberg, of mainly smaller apartments, origi-
nally built for working-class families. SUP has been, and still is, the urban 
project that has contributed the most to turning around the municipal economy 
through its function as a demographic project.437  

7.2 Co-governance at the intersection of market rule and 
public interventions 
This section explains another process of neoliberal localization in SUP: the 
configuration of institutional infrastructures that facilitated its project-devel-
opmental function. It focuses on the central agreements for co-governance that 
determined the organizational forms and politico-institutional relations 
through which the project has been deployed. The section’s main argument is 
twofold. The institutional infrastructures in SUP have been a means to align 
the municipality with the private developers and constructors Vasakronan and 

                               
435 Henri Lefebvre (1991), The Production of Space, pp. 190–191 
436 Anna Bengtsson (2004, March 29), ”Krisgrupp ska rädda Sundbybergs ekonomi,” Svenska 
Dagbladet. 
437 Sundbybergs stad (2015), Stadsledningskontoret, “Årsredovisning för Sundbybergs stad 
2015,” Ref. KS-0676/2015, p. 8 
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NCC in a co-governance partnership. In this partnership, certain public inter-
ventions were established to economically balance SUP as a project where 
market mechanisms determined the pace of development and the unidimen-
sionality of land use activities. Second, reflecting insights provided in section 
6.2.2, the municipality engaged its public housing company, Förvaltaren, in 
economic strategies of landownership, however without assigning the com-
pany an actual development mandate. In essence, these features define the 
long-term yet temporary institutional fix438 of Stora Ursvik’s development. 

Three development artefacts established the institutional infrastructures of 
SUP at its outset. The 2003 in-depth comprehensive plan was produced by the 
municipal administration for planning and development “in close collabora-
tion” with NCC and Vasakronan, which at that point had established a joint 
development company to administer their land ownership in Stora Ursvik: 
Ursvik Exploatering KB (later, Stora Ursvik KB). In 2004, governance ar-
rangements became formalized in an ‘action plan’ that obligated governance 
actors to jointly establish organizational, economic, and planning documents 
for co-governance. The plan, moreover, established two principles that deter-
mined the project-development function of SUP as a public-private co-gov-
ernance project. The first principle was that development costs were to be fi-
nanced by the added value generated by building rights in the area.439 With 
respect to Sundbyberg’s historical context of public subsidy-driven develop-
ment and housing, this marked the first instance in which market mechanisms 
were implemented to assert the exchange value of space as a determining fac-
tor for the course of a major development project. In other words, it marked 
the historical instance in which the aspect of financial return on municipal 
urban investments came to be directly linked to decisions on land use arrange-
ments, and to planning as a public and legal exercise in general. 

The second principle was that economic obligations among the co-govern-
ance actors (Sundbybergs stad, Sweden’s Defense Properties440, and Ursvik 
Exploatering KB) were to be determined in specific agreements. These agree-
ments were subsequently established and regulated in a 2005 ‘implementation 
agreement.’ The implementation agreement established a distributive key for 
joint economic responsibilities during different stages – i.e., specific develop-
ment districts developed in different periods – of the project, adjusted for each 
respective party’s land ownership and estimated gross floor area (GFA) in the 
area.441  
                               
438 That is, the specific configurations and arrangements of development concerning involved 
actors, objectives, institutional relations, regulatory demands, market investments, and other 
key features in urban planning and development. 
439 Sundbybergs stad (2016), Kommunstyrelsen, “Genomförandeavtal för stadsbyggnadspro-
jektet Ursvik,” Ref. KS-0362/2016 
440 In Swedish: Försvarsfastigheter Sverige AB 
441 Sundbybergs stad et al. (2005), ”Genomförandeavtal för Stadsbyggnadsprojektet Ursvik”; 
Sundbybergs stad (2016), Kommunstyrelsen, “Genomförandeavtal för stadsbyggnadsprojektet 
Ursvik,” Ref. KS-0362/2016 
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Development costs relating to a specific stage have thus been covered by 
the developer in question, and costs relating to several stages – for example 
roads and sewer infrastructures – shared among all governance actors. Obli-
gations to finance and develop public spaces and infrastructures were placed 
on the actor responsible for the specific stage to, subsequently, be assigned 
municipal ownership without additional costs.442 A fund was established to 
equalize the financial burden between the governance actors over the course 
of the development stages, including joint economic responsibilities for cost-
driving inquiries.443 In cases where a landowner sold their land to other devel-
opers, the municipality required that established agreements be principally fol-
lowed.444 

This second principle and its corresponding agreements constituted a pub-
lic intervention in the market mechanisms SUP fundamentally relied upon, in 
the form of an economic redistribution function. It established the institutional 
infrastructures for joint economic investments in public spaces and urban in-
frastructures that held no financial value as potential building rights. It, in 
other words, channelled both private and municipal capital generated by build-
ing rights to cover all costs associated with the production of a new municipal 
area. Several project groups derived from the agreement and channelled co-
governance actors’ joint efforts into several development tasks: leadership, 
coordination, economy, marketing, building and construction, and in the pro-
duction of planning items. The leadership group has been the “executive 
body” for formal decisions in SUP, containing representatives from all gov-
ernance actors: the municipality, Förvaltaren, and Stora Ursvik KB.445 

Thus, although it was a vague legal entity (as a public official central to the 
agreement defined it for me in an interview, with reference to the impressions 
of legal experts), the agreement tied governance partners together in a corpo-
ration-like format. That is, a format that one public official described to me in 
an interview as “a type of conglomerate,” from which mutual trust derived.446 
The implementation agreement functioned as an ad hoc format of coordination 
through which the municipality exercised its planning monopoly, compro-
mised with landowning co-governance actors, and ensured them of long-term 
political support for the project. This occurred in a period where private de-
velopers had previously been, as the previous chapter showed, reluctant to 
invest in Sundbyberg, and where several development risks were identified by 
assigned consultancy experts.  

                               
442 Sundbybergs stad (2012), Kommunstyrelsen, ”Exploateringsavtal avseende Stadsbyggnads-
projektet Ursvik, del av Stora Ursvik, Etapp 2D, Sundbyberg,” Ref. KS-0123/2012  
443 Ibid. 
444 Sundbybergs stad (2014), Stadsbyggnads- och miljöförvaltningen, ”Planprogram. Ursviks 
Västra Delar,” Ref. SMN-0899/2011, p. 82 
445 Sundbybergs stad (2012), Stadsbyggnadsprojektet Ursvik, “Projektorganisation för delom-
råde 1 inom stadsbyggnadsprojektet Ursvik,” Ref. KS-0040/2013, KS-0112/2013 
446 Interview I-17-6 
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A decade later, in 2015, a ‘collaboration agreement’ between the munici-
pality, Stora Ursvik KB, and Förvaltaren for SUP’s second stage (the west-
ernmost districts) replaced the ‘implementation agreement,’ as the volume of 
developable GFA for housing production and development costs had drasti-
cally increased (from 190,000 to 350,000 square meters, and from 160,000 to 
600,000 MSEK). In doing so, it essentially provided a second round of insti-
tutionalization of these infrastructures of joint obligations in development 
with a distribution key determined by developable GFA, while modifying a 
number of features. The municipality assigned itself the responsibility to de-
sign, procure, and develop public spaces and infrastructures (as was then re-
quired by legislation) and subsequently declared that the associated costs 
would be shared by all governance actors. Similarly, investments in external 
infrastructures, such as the extension of tram rails to Stora Ursvik, were to be 
co-financed.  Moreover, to avoid “downtime costs” related to a slow develop-
ment and construction pace, the municipality also gave itself a “mandate” to 
carry out extraordinary changes and supplementary development based on this 
responsibility, to speed up the pace of development.447 In addition, the collab-
oration agreement demanded that all governance actors establish, finance, and 
implement action plans, describing how “an attractive and sustainable offering 
of municipal and commercial services” can be developed during stage two of 
SUP.448 Such public interventions should be seen in light of the fact that some 
developers in Stora Ursvik had begun acquiring land and purchasing building 
rights simply to build up their portfolios with fixed capital. “[It is] the balance 
sheets of developers that can speed up construction,” a municipal official ex-
plained at a municipal political leadership meeting in 2009.449 As an additional 
means to enforce a rapid development pace, the municipality determined a 
time limit for the period between purchase of building rights and initiated con-
struction, after which time the building rights could be withdrawn.450  

Thus, the second round of institutionalization of co-governance relations 
established by the collaboration agreement confirmed principles of shared 
economic responsibilities in development. It also gave the municipality a 
number of tools for development intervention, and generally clarified a num-
ber of additional obligations in development that were not addressed in the 
2005 implementation agreement. The municipality aimed for firmer control 
of the development of Stora Ursvik’s westernmost districts, which were part 

                               
447 Sundbybergs stad (2015), ”Samverkansavtal för Stora Ursvik delområde 2 – Ursviks västra 
delar – mellan Sundbybergs stad, Stora Ursviks KB, och Fastighets AB Förvaltaren,” Ref. KS-
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448 Ibid. p. 4 
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och Ör,” municipal archival Ref. F23 AB:1 
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of SUP’s second stage, and the collaboration agreement concerned more fea-
tures of development through which the municipality could compensate for 
market mechanisms. For example, echoing the perception of residents, too low 
demands (in the 2000s up to the mid–2010s) on spatial and architectural prin-
ciples placed by the municipality on private developers generated a partly un-
satisfactory urban space in Stora Ursvik, a political representative explained 
in an interview.451 

The main condition for new co-governance demands was the increase in 
developable GFA for housing: increased incomes generated through housing 
production should be partly re-invested in public spaces and urban infrastruc-
tures.452 Hence, the agreement demanded that governance actors adhere to ad-
ditional planning items that represented stage two of Stora Ursvik as a “sus-
tainable” urban environment through a greater spatial density, more varied 
land use activities, and more defined public spaces: “street spaces” were to be 
“activated.” Key public spaces (e.g. the main square and parks) and, espe-
cially, buildings and locales for commercial services were the first priority and 
development task,453 despite their lesser economic appeal for developers.  

Finally, the municipal public housing company, Förvaltaren, has been an 
integral part of these governance arrangements and agreements alongside the 
municipality and Stora Ursvik KB. The main reason for Förvaltaren’s involve-
ment in SUP is related to land ownership: Förvaltaren acquired the land in 
Stora Ursvik owned by the municipality in 2004, the goal being to finance 
municipal infrastructural investments, cover planning costs, and restore mu-
nicipal capital. The purchase sum of 324 MSEK was later adjusted in accord-
ance with the increase in developable GFA and residential housing (as but one 
land use category). Two development agreements, adopted in 2004 and 2015, 
between the two parties stipulated Förvaltaren’s development obligations, 
which only extended to ‘development districts’454, meaning land and material 
structures that would be in direct connection to new buildings. Correspond-
ingly, Förvaltaren was required to, without costs, transfer land to the munici-
pality for the development of public spaces and infrastructures.455 For exam-
ple, as regulated in the development agreement between the municipality and 
Förvaltaren for stage two of SUP, the municipality approved of all cases in 

                               
451 Interview I-18-3 
452 Sundbybergs stad (2015), ”Samverkansavtal för Stora Ursvik delområde 2 – Ursviks västra 
delar – mellan Sundbybergs stad, Stora Ursviks KB, och Fastighets AB Förvaltaren,” Ref. KS-
0291/2015  
453 Sundbybergs stad (2015), ”Måldokument för ett hållbart Ursvik”; Sundbybergs stad (2011), 
”Ursviks västra delar: Övergripande Gestaltningsprogram,” Ref. SMN-0899/2011 
454 In Swedish: Kvartersmark. See: Swedish National Board of Housing, Building and Planning 
(2020), ”Användning av kvartersmark.” 
455 Sundbybergs stad (2015), Kommunstyrelsen, Stadsledningskontoret, “Exploateringsavtal 2 
Ursvik mellan Sundbybergs stad och Fastighets AB Förvaltaren,” Ref. KS-0292/2015 
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which Förvaltaren sold land and assigned the responsibilities declared in the 
development agreement to a private developer.456  

Förvaltaren has thus mainly adopted an economically strategic function for 
the municipality, through an early acquisition of land that provided capital to 
the municipality to administrate SUP as a long-term co-governance project. 
Then, as a major landowner, Förvaltaren has sold land to private developers 
and tenant-owner associations, thereby supporting the objective to develop 
tenant-owned apartment buildings. Illustrative of this role, the 269 apartments 
in two housing estates that to this date constitute Förvaltaren’s housing own-
ership in Stora Ursvik were initially produced as tenant-owned apartments. 
However, they converted to public rental apartments through a 2010 deal with 
governance partner NCC when the market situation temporarily became more 
uncertain.457 In other words, Förvaltaren has, to this date, not developed public 
rental housing on its own land in Stora Ursvik. Seemingly, Förvaltaren has 
had little or practically no influence on decisions on land use arrangements 
and the principles that have guided the development of Stora Ursvik as a new 
municipal area and ‘annual ring.’458 At some occasions, the company was even 
represented by its municipal owner in specific additional agreements.459 Thus, 
the role of Förvaltaren in SUP echoes observations of the previous chapter 
concerning the economically and financially strategic functions the public 
housing company adopted for the municipality as an intermediate actor with 
great financial strength (equity of 2,231 MSEK, in 2013460). 

7.3 Concluding discussion 
This chapter has explained two essential features of an instance of urban de-
velopment that was the first deployment and spatial implementation of a new 
paradigm in urban planning and development for urban growth in 

                               
456 Sundbybergs stad (2015), ”Exploateringsavtal avseende del av Sundbyberg 2:79, Ursviks 
västra delar,” Ref. KS-0776 
457 Fastighets AB Förvaltaren (2010), Årsredovisning 2010; Fastighets AB Förvaltaren (2013), 
Årsredovisning 2013 
458 Interviews I-17-9, I-17-6; Sundbybergs stad (2015), Kommunstyrelsen, Stadsledningskon-
toret, “Exploateringsavtal 2 för Ursvik mellan Sundbybergs stad och Fastighets AB Förvalta-
ren,” Ref. KS-0292/2015;  Sundbybergs stad (2006), Näringsliv & Exploatering, ”Minnesan-
teckningar från ledningsgruppsmöte nr 37, Stora Ursvik,” municipal archival Ref. F23 AA: 1; 
Sundbybergs stad (2009), Näringsliv & Exploatering, ”Minnesanteckningar från lednings-
gruppsmöte nr 67, Stora Ursvik,” municipal archival Ref. F23 AA: 1; Sundbybergs stad (2008), 
Näringsliv & Exploatering, ”Minnesanteckningar från ledningsgruppsmöte nr 56, Stora Ur-
svik,” municipal archival Ref. F23 AA: 1; Savills & Sundbybergs stad (undated), ”Ursvik. Ny 
stadsdel i Sundbyberg. Exploatering av bostäder och lokaler,” municipal archival Ref. F23 AA: 
1 (2004–2010, 2009–2010); Sundbybergs stad (2017), Årsredovisning 2017, p. 36 
459 Sundbybergs stad (2009), ”Tilläggsavtal till genomförandeavtal för stadsbyggnadsprojektet 
Ursvik,” Ref. KS-0362/2016 
460 Equity of the municipal corporate group, which owns Förvaltaren. Sundbybergs stadshus 
AB (2013), Årsredovisning 2013  
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Sundbyberg, where Förvaltaren, the municipal public housing company, was 
not the main developer. The first feature was the key objective to reconfigure 
the municipal housing market through the production of, primarily, tenant-
owned apartment buildings with a substantial share of larger apartments (3 or 
more rooms and kitchen). As a new housing area, Stora Ursvik was designated 
for the middle-class households that, in their role as taxpayers and younger 
families, were strategically important to dealing with structural issues pertain-
ing to the demographic and socioeconomic characteristics of the municipal 
population. Thus, SUP centered on the territorial dimensions of the competi-
tive urban context of municipal jurisdiction; although, as the previous chapter 
showed, the municipality mobilized discourses of a municipal responsibility 
to support regional growth through the production of housing, development 
incentives were essentially grounded in concerns specific to the municipality.  

As part of a demographic-economic management strategy, the objective of 
having a ‘city-like’ mix of land uses in Stora Ursvik was, at the outset, fore-
most concerned with developing an urban environment that contains the min-
imum number of ‘attractive’ features and qualities461 required to support a 
commercial ‘image’ for potential housing buyers and businesses. That is, the 
objective was to “forge a place-based identity [to] control consumer impres-
sions and understandings of a specific locale” – a type of ‘city marketing’ 
practice that has been identified as a key feature of neoliberal urban policies.462 
In the case of SUP, this was a question of producing a new place-based iden-
tity rather than reworking an existing identity through gentrifying projects (see 
Chapter 8 on Hallonbergen). While the objective to develop a variety of land 
uses remained largely unfulfilled in the 2010s, the demand for housing at a 
relatively central suburban location northwest of Stockholm inner city, close 
to major workplace clusters (such as Kista Science City), trumped Stora 
Ursvik’s unidimensionality as a social space with respect to the major popu-
lation increase. Overall, the municipal focus on tenant-owned and homeown-
ership housing emphasizes that the strategic municipal objective to attract 
new, wealthier population groups may well derive from these groups’ capacity 
as monthly residential taxpayers, indirectly supportive of municipal social 
welfare services. Because literature on neoliberal urban entrepreneurialism of-
ten emphasizes new residents as cultural consumers in regenerated and gen-
trified urban spaces463, this is worth recognizing. From the municipal perspec-
tive, tenant-owned apartments have been the key element of abstract space in 
SUP; the locus of development efforts as well as the logic for capital accumu-
lation. Because SUP targeted a municipal space with essentially no prior pop-

                               
461 Including, e.g., commerce and services, defined public and recreational spaces, and public 
transport. 
462 See, e.g.: Tore Sager (2011), “Neo-liberal urban planning policies: A literature survey 1990–
2010,” Progress in Planning, 76, p. 157 
463 Ibid. 
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ulation and urban infrastructures, SUP could largely remain a pragmatic pro-
ject, as the representations produced within abstract space were not questioned 
or contested in acts of resistance by inhabitants and users (compare with the 
two following chapters). Through housing, new inhabitants bought them-
selves into a zone of long-term urban development, rather than inhabiting a 
social space of historical significance. 

The second feature was the arrangement of a co-governed project based on 
the key principle that the generated value of new building rights is to equili-
brate costs associated with planning and development. As shown, the coordi-
nating and managerial function of planning derived from a number of agree-
ments that stipulated joint organizational and economic efforts in the project 
and built on the rationale that the successful development of Stora Ursvik as 
a new urban area is a concern for all governance actors. However, while these 
agreements enforced redistributive economic interventions in development, 
the trajectory of the development at large has been market-led. Planning fo-
cused primarily on the management rather than on regulation of development 
through ad hoc project groups, in which the operative leadership was situated 
(shared among all governance actors) and development issues of various sorts 
were dealt with. In a situation where landownership in the area was split be-
tween Förvaltaren and Stora Ursvik KB, the municipality thus used its plan-
ning monopoly to split development costs in a co-governance arrangement in 
exchange for the building rights, planning items, and land use decisions that 
enabled private developers to develop land in Sundbyberg’s territory. 

Overall, a neoliberal hybridity is displayed through this particular feature. 
Public and democratic accountability and transparency have been partly sac-
rificed, as planning and development were sustained through SUP’s own in-
stitutional infrastructures, yet partly maintained through the formal municipal 
council approval of strategic municipal planning decisions (such as the adop-
tion of detailed development plans) and through the consultation rounds that 
have been established for the three different stages of development. The reli-
ance on public, accountable planning items has been observed to decrease in 
neoliberal property-led urban regeneration.464 SUP is a case in which institu-
tionalized and publicly consulted plans – such as the in-depth comprehensive 
plan and several plans for the specific stages of SUP – have been produced, 
albeit at least partly in public-private collaborations. Rather than determining 
the process itself, the development-regulatory functions of public planning 
were thus transferred into new decentralized arrangements. The processual as-
pects of these have been more or less opaque for interpreters in the civil 
sphere, even though the development contents have been publically expressed 
in official planning items. 

                               
464 Guy Baeten (2012), “Normalizing Neoliberal Planning: The Case of Malmö, Sweden,” Con-
tradictions of Neoliberal Planning. Cities, Policies, Politics, edited by Tuna Taşan-Kok & Guy 
Baeten 
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While SUP did not adopt the form of a stock company for the public-private 
arrangement of development – an organizational form recently used in Swe-
den for the development of central city districts – its neoliberal institutional 
fix has functioned in a similar manner. First, through the establishment of tem-
porary, dedicated project groups to decide on and operate development. Sec-
ond, through the adjustment of associated costs for each interested party in 
relation to the party’s ownership of and economic benefits from urban devel-
opment. Third, through the presence of a ‘private-private partnership’ in Stora 
Ursvik KB, which the municipality collaborated with on the basis of various 
agreements. In recent examples of the development of central districts in 
Stockholm and Gothenburg, for example, stock companies for public-private 
partnerships – often adopting ‘Business Improvement District’ models to 
strengthen the commercial competitiveness of inner city areas465 vis-à-vis sub-
urban shopping malls – have handled more complex and antagonistic rela-
tions. Corresponding, on the one hand, to the involvement of other actors 
(such as local merchants and entrepreneurs) in addition to real estate develop-
ers and public actors and, on the other, corresponding to the objective to revi-
talize local usages and consumption patterns to raise the shared commodity 
value of urban space.466 Because Stora Ursvik was practically an ‘empty field 
of action’ at the project’s outset, complexity was reduced in comparison to 
such examples, and legally and operationally less solid artefacts were suffi-
cient to steer development in a corporation-like framework. However, as ex-
plained, development strategies between the municipality and private devel-
opers were occasionally at odds and subsequently handled by the municipality 
through additional regulations. 

In summary, then, SUP marks the first neoliberal project in Sundbybergs 
stad’s history. One the one hand, because it targeted neoliberal subjects: in-
formed middle-class housing consumers with investment capital. On the other 
hand, because it localized market mechanisms in urban development through 
ad hoc organizational forms and institutional relays that could bring the mu-
nicipality closer to the type of private developers and urban investors who had 
been absent from Sundbyberg. SUP was not the first instance of planning and 
development in which the municipality’s power and control were compro-
mised – they surely were when Förvaltaren dictated the course of events – but 
the first instance in which the municipality turned to the market sector to deal 
with social, spatial, and economic issues. It introduced a new way to produce 
municipal space through municipal institutional power. As this thesis goes on 
to describe, other municipal development projects followed in the wake of the 

                               
465 Tore Sager (2011), “Neo-liberal urban planning policies: A literature survey 1990–2010”, 
in Progress in Planning, 76, p. 171 
466 See, e.g.: Michael Landzelius (2012), “Real Estate Ownership Concentration and Urban 
Governance,” Transformations of the Swedish Welfare State: From Social Engineering to Gov-
ernance?, edited by Bengt Larsson et al.; Mats Franzén et al. (2016), Stad till salu. Entrepre-
nörsurbanismen och det offentliga rummets värde 
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Stora Ursvik project, as the municipality also sought to renew and revitalize 
parts of its territory that were comprehensively urbanized. 
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8. Hallonbergen: The renewal of 
Sundbyberg’s Million Homes Programme 
area 

This chapter explains the urban planning and development arrangements in 
the renewal of Sundbyberg’s Million Homes Programme area: Hallonbergen. 
To accomplish this, it presents two main arguments. First, Hallonbergen’s re-
newal is conceptually and discursively guided by the transformative impact of 
architectural ‘new urbanism’ when supplemented with the influx of a wealth-
ier population. Through urban densification and the redevelopment of key 
sites in and around the central district, the architectural principles of new ur-
banism become a means to counteract conceived problems pertaining to Hal-
lonbergen as a social space: its historically inherited built environments of 
zoning, functionalism, and large-scale housing estates, and the contemporary 
social usages of public spaces. Second, the institutional fix of planning and 
development arrangements in Hallonbergen’s renewal demonstrates a neolib-
eral hybridity through its complete reliance on market mechanisms and the 
extensive implementation of regulatory structures for participation and social 
sustainability.  

The chapter is structured as follows. First, it describes the planning objec-
tives and process of Hallonbergen’s original development, thereby identifying 
the main characteristics of the land use arrangements and built environments 
that are dealt with in contemporary renewal (section 8.1). Second, it explains 
the characteristics of representations of space produced by development stake-
holders in Hallonbergen’s renewal (section 8.2). Third, it explains the re-
newal’s institutional fix with respect to the neoliberal hybridity of planning 
and development arrangements (section 8.3). Section 8.4, finally, discusses 
the chapter’s main conclusions. 

8.1 Zoning and functionalism: Planning objectives in 
the historical development of Hallonbergen   
This section describes the original planning of Hallonbergen and exemplifies 
how the area was built according to certain planning and architectural principles 
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that have fundamentally defined the area to date. In fact, the contemporary ur-
ban planning and development of Hallonbergen manage a built environment 
that has been largely untouched by institutionalized development practices since 
the area’s finalization in 1973.467 Hallonbergen was built as part of the Swedish 
program to build one million dwellings in ten years (1964–74) to manage a na-
tional housing crisis. The development of Hallonbergen, led by Förvaltaren, in-
corporated many of the key characteristics of this program into the spatial de-
velopment and housing production. These include the standardized industrial 
production of large-scale housing units, spacious residential apartments (rela-
tive to most apartments at that time: roughly half of the apartments in Hallon-
bergen were built with three rooms and a kitchen), and housing estates spatially 
separated from, but in proximity to, automobile infrastructures, local services 
and commerce, and public transportation.468 

The development of Hallonbergen included the identification and quantifi-
cation of social domains and functions estimated as necessary for a self-sustain-
ing area, and in comparison to Ör, built a decade earlier, this constituted a much 
more calculated planning apparatus. A committee was established to pinpoint 
the type of public and cultural services (including a library, a youth center, and 
a children’s theater) and commercial establishments (including a dentist, a car 
wash, and the sales of travel and cinema tickets) that promote a convenient and 
active life for the area’s new residents and families. Pedestrian infrastructures 
were adapted to people with disabilities, and housing estates were built both for 
the general population and for designated groups such as elderly and students. 
Car garages were in many cases built underground so that outdoor spaces could 
be used for plants and other arranged decorations, and so that residents, using 
the elevators integrated into all housing estates, could access their apartments 
with great convenience after parking their cars.469  

The development of Hallonbergen involved high initial costs, and industri-
ally produced large-scale housing units as well as Förvaltaren’s effective and 
rational ownership and development of the area were conceived as prerequi-
sites for an economic equilibrium in the longer term.470 The difficult topogra-
phy in the area was comprehensively cultivated – terrains were flattened out 

                               
467 Sundbybergs stad (2016), Stadsledningskontoret, ”Handlingsplan för utvecklingen av Hal-
lonbergen och Ör 2016,” Ref. KS-0078/2016 
468 See, e.g.: Kell Åström (1967), City Planning in Sweden; Thomas Hall & Sonja Vidén (2005), 
“The Million Homes Programme: A review of the great Swedish planning project,” Planning 
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2 (1965–1968), ”Hallonbergsgruppen”; F12F:3 (1967–1977), ”Kommunstyrelsen Hallonber-
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for all built quarters and construction adapted only to an existing high-voltage 
line – for the development of a thoroughly systematized environment with 
easily identifiable zones. At the area’s east and northeast end: the central dis-
trict with public spaces for public transportation (subway and bus stations), 
social and commercial services, a primary school and sport facilities, and a 
smaller cluster of office and industrial buildings. Elsewhere in Hallonbergen: 
housing estates arranged in a scattered and open pattern, occasionally hosting 
locales for children’s care, civil associations, and artistic activities.471  

As a late example of the Million Homes Programme, Hallonbergen was 
developed based on lessons learned from earlier projects within the pro-
gramme. The social isolation and segregation that characterized other newly 
built residential areas, such as nearby Tensta in Stockholm, were to be avoided 
through a contemporarily informed element of ‘social engineering’ in urban 
development.472 At the area’s inauguration event in August 1973, Swedish 
Prime Minister Olof Palme declared Hallonbergen “the best residential envi-
ronment in Sweden” in a public speech.473  

However, Hallonbergen too was soon criticized for the type of social space 
it constituted when it was discussed in the mass media and academic outlets, 
and when it was portrayed in literary works.474 Already in 1974, a medical 
doctor published a book entitled “Hallonbergen – The Future Sweden?” in 
which he questioned how Hallonbergen – “this almost perfect city area where 
service is to compensate for all shortcomings” of urban life – would function 
as an everyday lived, healthy environment in the longer term.475 At the fore-
front of the criticism was the large-scale, rectilinear, and monotonous envi-
ronment that lacked historical connections and identity markers, as well as the 
area’s zoning, which generated both a lack of natural meeting places and sub-
stantial walking distances between the housing quarters and the area’s center 
of services and commerce.476 

Overall, Hallonbergen was historically produced in accordance with the 
technocratic rationale of the Swedish Million Homes Programme. Science, 
knowledge, and ideology in architecture, planning, and development were – 
enabled by technological and industrial advancements for rapid and large-

                               
471 Eva Söderlind (1995), Sundbyberg: Om hus och miljöer från bronsålder till nutid, pp. 119–
122 
472 Bo Anderson & Anders Björnsson (1997), Förvalta Framtiden, p. 239 
473 Ibid. p. 231; Eva Söderlind (1995), Sundbyberg: Om hus och miljöer från bronsålder till 
nutid, p. 120 
474 Bo Anderson & Anders Björnsson (1997), Förvalta Framtiden, pp. 245–6; Eva Söderlind 
(1995), Sundbyberg: Om hus och miljöer från bronsålder till nutid, p. 121 
475 Nils-Erik Landell (1974), Hallonbergen – framtidssverige? Om livsmiljö i storstad 
476 Sundbybergs stad et al. (2014), ”Kv. Freden Större 11,” Ref. SMN-0973/2011-64; Bo An-
derson & Anders Björnsson (1997), Förvalta Framtiden, pp. 243–250; Eva Söderlind (1995), 
Sundbyberg: Om hus och miljöer från bronsålder till nutid, p. 121. During the 1970s, Förval-
taren followed up the development of Hallonbergen with surveys to ask the population about 
the characteristics of their notoriously planned area; both to evaluate planning achievements 
and to collect information valuable for forthcoming development in Rissne.  
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scale construction – imposed on new suburban entities in Swedish towns and 
cities. Rather than the quarter or district, the concern was the zoning of the 
whole area: in Hallonbergen, built environments were arranged in a thor-
oughly systematic manner, where social domains were kept spatially separated 
yet aggregately interconnected for the mobile routines of modern urban life 
(especially the family unit). As a built environment, Hallonbergen was hence 
closely related to the scientifically informed abstract space of its production, 
which, as illustrated, accentuated new questions about the relationship be-
tween the socially engineered space of planning and the everyday lived space 
of inhabitants and users. When the new millennium arrived, the municipality 
addressed such questions anew with intentions to transform Hallonbergen not 
merely as a built environment, but as a social space. 

8.2 Re-representing Hallonbergen: Social mixing and 
‘new urbanism’ as solutions to the Million Homes 
Programme ‘problematic’ 

 
Figure 10. Orthophoto of Hallonbergen, 2022. © Lantmäteriet.  477

                               
477 Ortofoto RGB 0.50 m latest, Orthophoto. 
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This (as well as the subsequent) section builds on the previous historical ac-
count of Hallonbergen’s original development and explains how representa-
tions of space have been an integral part of Hallonbergen’s contemporary re-
newal. The main observation here is that representations of space implement 
spatial and architectural principles of ‘new urbanism’ in development as a so-
lution to conceived problems pertaining to both the spatial organization and 
built environments, and everyday patterns of social activities, in the area. It 
argues that representations of space in Hallonbergen’s renewal completely re-
imagine Hallonbergen as an inherited spatial landscape originating from the 
Million Homes Programme, with its currently socioeconomically vulnerable 
population. This re-imagining is grounded in conceived symbiotic relation-
ships between a denser built environment with a block rather than lamella 
structure, commercial zones with upgraded establishments, tenant-owned 
apartment buildings, and new middle-class residents and visitors capable of 
appropriating public space in ways that increase local social flows and de-
crease the perception of a lack of safety. To unravel these aspects, this section 
first introduces the features of new urbanism as an ideology for urban renewal. 
Second, it describes the socioeconomic characteristics of Hallonbergen and 
explains how contemporary stakeholders conceptualize the problems with 
Hallonbergen as a social space. Third, it digs deeper into the re-representation 
of Hallonbergen through two planning items that have (had) great impact on 
the contemporary renewal.  

‘New urbanism’ – a spatial and architectural principle in development – 
has become increasingly popular in various urban contexts around the 
world.478 It represents a global stream of architecture that seeks to solve prob-
lems of environmental degradation, crime, and alienation using design models 
for pedestrian-friendly, socially sustainable, mixed-use environments to 
strengthen individuals’ and groups’ interactions and movements.479 Generally, 
new urbanism promotes 

compact settlements featuring mixed-use quarters and a return to ‘traditional’ 
pedestrian friendly neighborhoods, integrated by a network of accessible 
streets, sidewalks, cycle paths and public spaces. All this is believed to promote 
a more sustainable and legible urbanism while simultaneously nurturing a 
more profound sense of place and community.480  

The principles of new urbanism thus challenge the modernistic functional zon-
ing and sub-division of land that characterize Hallonbergen. New urbanism 
represents a revival of a ‘romantic tradition’ of community planning lost with 

                               
478 Gordon MacLeod (2013), “New urbanism/Smart Growth in the Scottish Highlands: Mobile 
Policies and Post-politics in Local Development Planning,” Urban Studies, 50(11), p. 2197–
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479 Michael Bounds (2004), Urban Social Theory: City, Self, and Society, pp. 110–111, 251 
480 Gordon MacLeod (2013), “New urbanism/Smart Growth in the Scottish Highlands: Mobile 
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the mass production of the post-war period. 481 However, new urbanism has 
been criticized for its highly selective view of community and for neglecting 
the core problems of social stratification and injustice that generate the prob-
lems of social order and safety to which it responds.482 Nevertheless, it has 
received a strong position among key municipal professionals in Sundbyberg, 
as this interview account with a spatial planner illustrates: 

There is a ‘new urbanism’ tendency among public managers and executives. It 
is rather strong. It means that we value city-building qualities very highly, to 
build cities and ‘urbanity.’ Urbanity is at the forefront. If you compare it to the 
house-in-park ideal, the ideal is the grid-street town with closed quarters. City 
life, rather than recreation.483 

Among municipal professionals and politicians, the municipal implementa-
tion of new urbanism has been motivated by two main conceptual convictions 
to upgrade the socioeconomically vulnerable areas in the municipality. First, 
the increase in wealthy and “educated” population categories and developers’ 
investments in the built environment have positive trickle-down effects in in-
creasingly attractive urban milieus. This is achieved through economic sup-
port to, and upgrading of, local commercial, cultural, and service establish-
ments484, which often constitute and are connected to important public spaces. 
Second, differences in socioeconomic characteristics between municipal areas 
are primarily a matter of “mixing up” the population in socioeconomically 
more vulnerable areas, with Hallonbergen the most obvious case for policy 
implementation in the municipality (to a lesser degree: Rissne and Ör).485  

What, then, does the population in Hallonbergen look like? A few numbers 
are illustrative of the socioeconomic composition of Hallonbergen. In 2014, 
just before renewal and development practices had effects on Hallonbergen’s 
population composition, 12.7% of the male population and 6.6% of the female 
population had an annual income of 360,000 SEK or above. This may be com-
pared to the aggregated municipality (male population 37.7%; female popula-
tion 25.2%) and Central Sundbyberg (male population 43.6%; female popula-
tion 29%). Of Hallonbergen’s population, 11.5% had a post-secondary degree 
(aggregated municipality: 29.9%, in 2014) and 75.8% were of foreign back-
ground (aggregated municipality: 37.9%, in 2014).486 Interrelated with these 
numbers, homeownership tenure has been completely absent in Hallonbergen: 
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all housing estates have been of rental tenure, owned and governed by Förval-
taren since the area’s inauguration in 1973 until the 2010s.  

Another background factor for contemporary renewal is that Hallonbergen 
is categorized by the Swedish Police Authority as a vulnerable area with re-
spect to criminality and its negative effects on local society.487 While a few 
informants emphasize that the area should not be equated with areas in Greater 
Stockholm with the greatest concerns regarding criminality, the factor of crim-
inality, as well as general conceptions of deteriorated social life, have consti-
tuted an important background for municipal development investments.  

Hence, although Hallonbergen was initially inhabited by middle-classes 
and well-off working classes (85% of the men and 50% of the women in full-
time paid work in the 1970s), the area has increasingly come to be character-
ized by a more vulnerable population. In the early 1990s, Förvaltaren even 
identified the area as problematically deviant in the municipal context, yet 
with unrealized intentions to renew the area in an effort to attract household 
groups with a stronger economy.488 It was in the mid–2000s that municipal 
planning practices were initiated for Hallonbergen’s renewal, e.g., through an 
in-depth comprehensive plan. However, it was first in the mid– and late–2010s 
that development agreements were implemented and material reconstruction 
was initiated.  

In its crudest form, the contemporary renewal of Hallonbergen has been 
grounded in a disdain for rental housing. This tenure form, when it more or 
less dominates an area, is thought to foster criminality and, as expressed by 
the chairperson of the municipal executive board 2015–18 (of the Moderate 
Party), a “suburban romanticism” of the population in deteriorated urban en-
vironments. For example, in an interview with a local newspaper, this chair-
person linked housing tenure to the issue of criminality in Hallonbergen: 

I believe in ‘building away’ unsafe environments. [...] Let people own their 
apartments, let them care about their local environment and increase their in-
dependence! No one owns their apartment and at the same time talks about ‘the 
hoods’ [in Swedish: Orten].489  

The chairperson recognized that “we have tried everything” with reference to 
commercial and service establishments that have delocalized from Hallonber-
gen and continues: “We felt that it probably doesn’t work to renovate and hope 

                               
487 The Swedish Police (2015), Nationella Operativa Avdelningen, Underrättelseenheten, Ut-
satta områden – sociala risker, kollektiv förmåga och oönskade händelser, Ref. HD 5800-
61/2015; The Swedish Police (2019), Nationella Operativa Avdelningen, Underrättelseenheten, 
Kriminell påverkan i lokalsamhället – En lägesbild för utvecklingen i utsatta områden, Ref. 
A309.000/2018 
488 Bo Anderson & Anders Björnsson (1997), Förvalta Framtiden, p. 241. See also: Förvaltaren 
(1993), ”Hallonbergens förnyelse. Program och genomförande,” 1993-01-18 
489 Anna Wachenfeldt (2017, March 17), “Staden vill bygga bort otryggheten,” Mitt i Sundby-
berg. Electronic access.  
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something will happen. We need to change the design of the area.”490 “Peo-
ple,” the chairperson summarized in another media interview, “do not want to 
live in museums, or be stuck in the 1970s. Many people want to see invest-
ments in their neighborhood.”491 Similarly, a representative for a private de-
veloper with a major contract in Hallonbergen’s explained:  

If one googles Hallonbergen, one can read about drug dealings in garages and 
double homicides. We want to change that picture from the ground up [and] 
change people’s behavior through architecture.492 

Based development stakeholders’ conceptions of problematic aspects con-
cerning housing, social life, and public discourse, housing has been one key 
instrument to pursue urban transformation. The contemporary renewal has 
been enforced through new tenant-owned apartment estates and housing ten-
ure conversions. These have contributed to a population increase (4,908 in-
habitants in 2008; 5,603 in 2018), a wealthier overall population (11.1% with 
an annual income of 360 TSEK and above in 2010; 20.5% in 2017), and a 
decreased share of rental apartments in the area (100% in 2000; 70% in 2017, 
with additional conversions in 2018).493 In other words, contemporary renewal 
has ‘mixed’ Hallonbergen with respect to the area’s population composition 
and housing stock.  

Besides this conceived socially transformative function of local housing, 
renewal has been enforced through the comprehensive redevelopment and up-
grading of material and public environments, based on the conviction that 
there are positive trickle-down effects on everyday social life and local land 
use patterns. In several interviews conducted for this thesis, informants (archi-
tects, planners, and politicians) express their concern for the, as two planners 
define it to me in an interview, “Million Programme problematic.”494 In an-
other interview, a Förvaltaren architect professionally engaged in Hallonber-
gen’s development explains to me how the area – because of how it was 
planned for automobile infrastructures and functional zoning – lacks qualita-
tively different places for everyday use and appropriation. The following in-
terview excerpt illustrates how the architect represents the issue of Hallonber-
gen’s public spaces. 

                               
490 Marie Bergström (2018, September 4), “Miljardinjektion ska bryta trend,” Fastighetsvärden. 
Electronic access. 
491 Frida Cleasson (2017, November 28), “Saluhall och bostäder – Hallonbergen rustas för mil-
jarder,” SVT Nyheter Stockholm. Electronic access. 
492 Marie Bergström (2018, September 4), “Miljardinjektion ska bryta trend,” Fastighetsvärden. 
Electronic access. 
493 Region Stockholm (2015), Planområdesprognoser, ”Sundbybergs kommun: Befolknings-
prognos 2016–2025”; Region Stockholm (2018), Planområdesprognoser, ”Sundbybergs kom-
mun: Befolkningsprognos 2019–2028”; Sundbybergs Stadshus AB (2017, June 1), ”Största 
Ombildningen i Sundbyberg.” Electronic access.; Marie Bergström (2018, January 6) “Förval-
taren säljer lägenheter för 481 miljoner,” Fastighetsvärlden. Electronic access. 
494 Interview I-17-3 
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Hallonbergen needs rather big changes in its structure and how one sees both 
how it was historically planned when the car was at the center, which it isn’t 
anymore, and how one creates public life, which isn’t working. There are no 
public places. It’s mostly a big green surface. Then there is Hallonbergen’s 
central district, it has been a ‘hang out’ for many. The public spaces are not 
made for humans today. How we want to live and reside. […] There are no 
differentiated places and no different ways ’to be.’495 

In this account, the conception of the negative relationship between the spatial 
organization and homogeneity of Hallonbergen and the area’s everyday social 
activities and usages is demonstrated. Because Hallonbergen is spatially un-
defined, the architect argues, it lacks clear entrées to, and delimitations of, 
public and private spaces, which contributes to a lack of identity markers and 
a negative perception of vagueness.496 Similarly, in another interview, two mu-
nicipal planners explain how topographic differences and geographic dis-
tances, in combination with the unidimensionality of the built environment, 
contribute to an overly undefined and “open” area.497 The lamella housing es-
tates, strictly arranged in open groups, lack defined yards and meaningful 
block structures that delimit private and semi-private zones for the residents. 
The central district in the east – a “third class center,” as the two planners 
express it – with commercial and service establishments as well as public 
transportation, is too introvert, anonymous, and, as an urban environment, 
“dead.” The central building, which they also go on to acknowledge as a prob-
lem, is foremost appropriated by male adults and youth groups.498  

                               
495 Interview I-18-2 
496 Interviews I-18-2, I-17-3  
497 Interview I-17-3 
498 Interviews I-18-1, I-17-3, I-18-2. Also: I-18-5; Sundbybergs stad et al. (2014), ”Kv. Freden 
Större 11,” Ref. SMN-0973/2011-64 
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Figure 11. Hallonbergen’s central building, hosting commercial and service establish-
ments as well as the entrance to the subway. In the background to the right: rental 
housing estates. April, 2018.  

These accounts resonate with that of a former Social Democratic chairperson 
of the municipal executive board. In an interview, the chairperson connects 
the lack of spatial density and of a local middle-class population – one that 
confidently uses public spaces and has the economic resources to sustain local 
commercial establishments – to a quietness and lack of public life that, in turn, 
generate perceptions of a lack of safety.499 

Thus, representations of space in Hallonbergen’s contemporary renewal 
pertain to the area’s core constituents as a social space: how Hallonbergen, as 
a largely intact historical environment of functionalist and modernist architec-
tural ideals, correlates with the current social usages of its population (the so-
cioeconomically most vulnerable in the municipality). Social space as such is 
conceptually re-represented – even re-imagined – in various planning and de-
velopment items. It is comprehensively reconstructed in ongoing development 
implementations, especially through the production of new (defined and de-
limited) public spaces and urban functions that constitute “targets points” and 
“pathways” that stimulate social “flows.” These aspects and values are con-
ceptualized to have subsequent positive outcomes for perceptions of safety 

                               
499 Interview I-18-5 
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and for the interconnection of public and private spaces, and of types of soci-
ospatial domains dedicated to residency, consumption and leisure, work and 
production, and transportation.500  

Thus, while the objective of contemporary renewal is not to directly dis-
place the current population, it is to adjust the ‘layout’ and the offering of 
commercial and service establishments in the area to an incoming middle-
class population (residents, daily workplace commuters, and new visitors) that 
embody the tools to reproduce safe, orderly, and socially sustainable environ-
ments. More than any other municipal urban project, the renewal of Hallon-
bergen pertains to a municipal-led gentrification project, where a transformed 
local social class structure is considered as the main solution to a lack of (ad-
equate) public life and commercially sustainable and attractive establish-
ments. Generally, the belief in architecture’s transformative impact on social 
life is a central feature of Hallonbergen’s renewal.501 This feature gains a his-
tory-echoing symbolism both because Hallonbergen was originally a project 
of social engineering in planning and because it – as an urbanized yet largely 
open and horizontally surfaced area (albeit not without topological differ-
ences) – offers a considerable amount of developable surfaces on which to 
implement a second wave of architectural solutions. 

Two planning items are especially illustrative of the representations of 
space and architectural proposals that guide Hallonbergen’s renewal. A re-
newal, then, that by a 2016 municipal ‘quality program’ was signified as the 
“transformation from being a satellite in nature to a part of a denser urban 
structure for an increasingly large population.”502 These two items had a major 
influence on Hallonbergen’s renewal during the second half of the 2010s, and 
concern quarters in proximity to each other in and around the central district 
on Hallonbergen’s east end. The first, a ‘design program,’ is part of the first 

                               
500 Sundbybergs stad (2005), Kommunfullmäktige, Sammanträdesprotokoll, ”Antagande av 
fördjupad översiktsplan för delen Rissne, Hallonbergen och Ör,” § 82, Ref. 324/2000-212; 
Sundbybergs stad & WSP (2011), ”Program för detaljplaner Hallonbergen-ÖR,” Ref. 
293/2009-214; Sundbybergs stad & NAI Svefa (2017), Kommunstyrelsen, ”Försäljningspro-
spekt Hallonbergen,” Ref. KS-0456/2016; Sundbybergs stad (2016), Kommunstyrelsen, ”Hal-
lonbergen Kvalitetsprogram,” Ref. KS-0456/2016, p. 9; Sundbybergs stad (2016), Stadsled-
ningskontoret, ”Handlingsplan för utvecklingen av Hallonbergen och Ör 2016,” Ref. KS-
0078/2017; Sundbybergs stad (2018), Kommunstyrelsen, ”Samlad strategisk inriktning för fort-
satt stadsutveckling i Hallonbergen and Ör,” Ref. KS-0949/2017; Sundbybergs stad (2015), 
Kommunstyrelsen, ”Gestaltningsprogram kvarteret Freden Större,” Ref. KS-0046/2015; Inter-
views I-18-2, I-17-4 
501 Illustrative of this, I interviewed an architect (professionally engaged in the renewal) who 
used a physical map of Hallonbergen to show me how the densification around the lamella 
estates “suddenly forms the conventional block structure.” He then went on to show how den-
sification generates “a good flow of people and a pathway where people can move and feel 
safe.” Pointing further away on the map, he adds “and then we densify over here, so that there 
are reasons for people to move there too.” (Interview I-18-2). 
502 Sundbybergs stad (2016), Kommunstyrelsen, ”Hallonbergen Kvalitetsprogram,” Ref. KS-
0456/2016, p. 13 
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adopted detailed development plan (from 2015503) and was produced by a real 
estate developer and an architect firm in collaboration with the municipal ad-
ministration for urban development and environment.504 In extension, this plan 
has served as an institutionalized, guiding document for the development pro-
ject entitled ‘Umami Park’ handled by real estate developer Wallenstam in 
late 2010s and early 2020s, directly north of the central district. The second 
planning item, an ‘idea concept,’ constitutes an architectural development pro-
posal and winning entry by a real estate developer in a municipally arranged 
competition deriving from the municipal ‘quality program;’ a program that 
“concretizes the municipality’s future vision of the area’s development.”505 In 
extension, this proposal enabled the developer’s acquisition and long-term 
ownership of several quarters in Hallonbergen’s central district in 2018 (sec-
tion 8.3.1 describes the processual and conditional aspects of the acquisition). 
Turning to these two items, I finally aim to explain the implementation of ‘new 
urbanism’ in Hallonbergen and how it is intended to respond to and counteract 
the ‘Million Programme problematic.’ 

In the idea concept and, especially, the design program, proposed urban 
densification and land use arrangements aim to circumscribe the Million Pro-
gramme layout through the establishment of spatially integrated block struc-
tures. These are represented to reduce the dominance of freestanding (lamella) 
houses by delimiting public and private spaces to explicate land uses and to 
turn the front of buildings toward streets. Ground floors are depicted as espe-
cially critical, as they can generate mechanisms for the perception of public 
safety and order. They need to be “bright,” have “outward oriented func-
tions,”506 and “incorporate a human scale and an active content” (my empha-
sis).507 Windows, primary entrées, and occasionally balconies shall turn to-
ward public space and the key sites of the central district: public control 
through public awareness.  

                               
503 Sundbybergs stad (2015), Kommunstyrelsen, “Detaljplan för bostäder, centrumfunktioner 
och förskola på fastigheten Freden Större 11 och del av Sundbyberg 2:30 i Hallonbergen, Sund-
bybergs stad,” Ref. SM-0973/2011, KS-0046/2015 
504 In Swedish: Stadsbyggnads- och miljöförvaltningen 
505 Sundbybergs stad (2016), Kommunstyrelsen, ”Hallonbergen Kvalitetsprogram,” Ref. KS-
0456/2016, p. 3 
506 Fastighets AB Balder (2017), ”Idékoncept från Fastighets AB Balder avseende stadsutveckl-
ingsprojektet Hallonbergen,” p. 13 
507 Sundbybergs stad et al. (2014), ”Kv. Freden Större 11. Gestaltningsprogram 20140924,” 
Ref. SMN-0973/2011-64, p. 8 
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Figure 12. The red dotted line marks the development area of quarter Freden Större 
11. Below this area is the central district. Hallonbergen’s central building has a hori-
zontal position at the bottom of the photo. Directly above the development area are 
the municipal town hall buildings. Source: Sundbybergs stad et al.508 

  

                               
508 Ibid. p. 5 
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Figure 13. Illustration of a new ‘central passage,’ quarter Freden Större 11. ‘Active’ 
public spaces and ground floors are intended to promote daily activities and move-
ment between workplaces north of the quarter (including the Town Hall), and the cen-
tral district south of the quarter. Source: Sundbybergs stad et al.509 

‘Active spaces’ – spaces that explicate and invite meaningful appropriations 
(whether public, commercial, or cultural) – are generally a key signifier in the 
produced architectural discourse. For example, the idea concept suggests that 
commercial establishments relocate from the indoor milieu of the central 
building to a new main square to sustain “liveliness and movement” in the 
district.510 The design program states that movement and flows of people shall 
be sustained by a square and a ‘square park’, as depicted in figure 13. These 
are intended to connect the central district, currently with undesired uses and 
establishments, with workplaces (of daily workplace commuters and profes-
sionals, including a great number of municipal employees) in proximity to the 
north.511 Such proposals are in tandem with the production of architectural var-

                               
509 Ibid. p. 22 
510 Fastighets AB Balder (2017), ”Idékoncept från Fastighets AB Balder avseende stadsutveckl-
ingsprojektet Hallonbergen,” pp. 12–13 
511 Sundbybergs stad et al. (2014), ”Kv. Freden Större 11. Gestaltningsprogram 20140924,” 
Ref. SMN-0973/2011-64, p. 8 
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iation: “spatialities, typologies and architectural expressions,” and a “vertical-
ity and rhythms [and] playing with volumes” shall reduce the unidimension-
ality and monotony of the existing built environment.512  

Thus, from an architectural standpoint, the renewal of Hallonbergen 
demonstrates a will to control the public perception of urban space: the new 
urbanism implemented in planning concerns the issue of fostering a sense of 
identification and navigation of land uses in the area. As an aspect of this, the 
infrastructural spaces, which in the original planning of Hallonbergen largely 
determined land use arrangements, are dealt with: “necessary functions for 
logistics and car parking are localized in existing buildings’ dark cores,” ex-
plains the design program.513 Quite ironically then, while Hallonbergen was 
planned in accordance with zoning and functionalist separation on the area 
level, the contemporary renewal largely focuses on zoning and functionalist 
separation on the smaller scales of site, quarter, and district. By delimiting 
spaces through urban densification, intended land uses can be clearly ‘marked’ 
through spatial objects and signs. ‘Movement’ and ‘flows’ – key discursive 
signifiers in planning items as they are at the opposite of the static ‘hanging 
around’ identified as a current problem – can be sustained between different 
parts of the area. Logically, then, the residential population is better mixed 
with daily commuters and visitors. To establish a new commercial profile for 
the area, “critical” volumes of the built environment and of a larger population 
are moreover prerequisites, as together they support “a cohesive idea” of what 
Hallonbergen constitutes as a new urban milieu and destination.514 Undoubt-
edly, the private developer representative quoted earlier is correct in his asser-
tion: the contemporary renewal of Hallonbergen unfolds with the conviction 
that a substantial change in architecture in the area will “change people’s be-
havior.”515 

The new ‘cohesive idea’ of Hallonbergen, however, does not neglect all 
existing social and cultural characteristics of the area. The design program 
and, especially, the idea concept represent the ethnic diversity of the existing 
population of Hallonbergen as a commodity value in development. Umami 
Park has been developed “to be a trendy and attractive destination for food 
and culture.”516 Echoing what a political representative highly influential in 
Hallonbergen’s renewal expressed it to me in an interview – “[rather than an] 
ordinary suburban center […], a bazar is suitable for Hallonbergen and makes 

                               
512 Ibid. pp. 7–8, 16 
513 Ibid. p. 8 
514 Ibid. p. 10 
515 Marie Bergström (2018, September 4), “Miljardinjektion ska bryta trend,” Fastighetsvärden. 
Electronic access. 
516 Sundbybergs stad (2016), Kommunstyrelsen, ”Hallonbergen Kvalitetsprogram,” Ref. KS-
0456/2016, p. 12 



 

 165

the area an attraction”517 – the idea concept proposes a new market hall on a 
newly arranged square. The idea is  

[…] to offer the surrounding world a melting pot of multicultural food. One 
should go here to find exciting foodstuffs that are not collected at any other 
place in Greater Stockholm.518  

Generally, the idea concept strikes a balance between listing a (smaller) num-
ber of valuable qualities and a (larger) number of “physical [and] soft chal-
lenges” in the area.519 For example, the document states that “the area’s mul-
ticultural identity is a valuable resource [and] there is an embryo to a rich 
cultural life,” while also stating that “unemployment is too high among the 
residents; the area’s image must be strengthened; the area would benefit from 
a greater ‘academic’ element.”520 In another paragraph, the ethnic diversity of 
Hallonbergen’s population is more or less directly described as a “problem,” 
yet also interwoven in an argument of “wonderful opportunities.”521 Hence, 
the diversity of the existing population is a resource and commercial oppor-
tunity in planning discourse insofar as it can be used in commodity production 
(multicultural foodstuff and establishments) that generates a ‘cohesive idea’ 
of Hallonbergen as a new social space.  

In this manner, the renewal and re-representation of Hallonbergen draws 
on new urbanism as an architectural ideology to transform Hallonbergen as a 
social space, that is, as a historically produced, everyday lived and appropri-
ated space. Tenant-owned housing, an added wealthier population, new com-
mercial and cultural establishments, and the densification and reconstruction 
of urban milieus to sustain the mobile social flow and activities of people, 
constitute the key elements for urban transformation. As such, they signify the 
departure from the ‘Million Programme problematic.’ Indeed, the neoliberal 
reproduction of social relations requires the movement of bodies that consume 
public space and its contents in such a way that the produced patterns of eve-
ryday life are perceived as safe and orderly. In turn, they may be attributed to 
certain ideas and concepts of urban spaces as types of milieus. Lefebvre’s the-
orization of the relationship between the space of growth and state capital – 
abstract space – and the core (contingent) constituents of social space – spatial 
practice – concerns how the latter expresses and, for the former, is functional 
through a certain degree of cohesiveness and coherence.522 To enable unity, 
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518 Fastighets AB Balder (2017), ”Idékoncept från Fastighets AB Balder avseende stadsutveckl-
ingsprojektet Hallonbergen,” p. 12 
519 Ibid. p. 10 
520 Ibid. p. 10 
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stability, and consistency in social relations and activities, spatial practice 
must be managed523: 

Each new form of state, each new form of political power, introduces its own 
particular way of partitioning space, its own particular administrative classifi-
cation of discourses about space and about things and people in space. Each 
such form commands space, as it were, to serve its purposes.524   

Such discursive processes also seek to exploit the existing differences of a 
social space. As the final part of the analysis showed, the ethnic diversity of 
Hallonbergen is described as a problem of a current social space, as well as a 
commercial resource for a transformed social space. While the acknowledge-
ment of differences may legitimize development, it is only as long as these 
differences support a cohesiveness of spatial practice that they are treasured. 
In a paragraph that can also be interpreted as a direct comment on architectural 
new urbanism, Neil Smith writes: 

The pursuit of difference, diversity, and distinction forms the basis of the new 
urban ideology, but it is not without contradiction. It embodies a search for 
diversity as long as it is highly ordered, and a glorification of the past as long 
as it is safely brought into the present.525 

The transformation of spatial practices is given significant force in the context 
of the depreciation and devaluation of Hallonbergen concerning its public 
spaces that, in the eyes of development stakeholders, are under-used or appro-
priated to ‘hang around,’ pertaining to a static ‘non-activity’ or one relating to 
drug transactions. When development has modified space in accordance with 
the intentions of its stakeholders, homeownership housing, commercial activ-
ities, upgraded urban milieus, and middle-class residents, commuters, and vis-
itors will secure the long-term reproduction of orderly social activities.  

As recent research has concluded, the rationale of “growth first” – includ-
ing the enforcement of gentrification through land use decisions favoring 
‘highest and best use’, new spaces for elite consumption, and orderly areas for 
reproduction – now also applies to “select impoverished groups and areas into 
upgrading efforts.”526 Especially policy implementations related to social and 
tenure-mixing in vulnerable and deprived areas have been believed to generate 
positive effects across urban contexts, despite an increasing number of obser-

                               
523 Henri Lefebvre (1991), The Production of Space, pp. 143, 413–414 
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vations indicating that such area-based implementations do not increase re-
sources and opportunities for existing inhabitants.527 As Marget Mayer sum-
marizes:  

The ‘benign’ prong gets applied to decaying social housing districts or (ex)in-
dustrial areas, which city officials deem to have some development potential. 
Thus, previously stigmatized ‘problem areas’ have become locations for urban 
spectacles and (development) projects, with local authorities claiming that 
such upgrading strategies will benefit the residents of these areas.528 

Some 40-50 years ago, the planning of Hallonbergen relied on a social engi-
neering of space that aimed to cater to modern life in a new suburb in a grow-
ing capital city. At present, Hallonbergen is approached in the crudest manner 
as a failed project because, as a social space, it reproduces passive subjects 
and unwanted social activities. Confidence is thus once again put in architec-
tural and social solutions in institutional planning to, in a second attempt, pro-
duce a social space on spatially high grounds in Sundbyberg and to institu-
tionally arrange a spatial pattern for the unfolding everyday life. 

8.3 The institutional fix of Hallonbergen’s renewal: 
Market investments, privatization of public assets, and 
demands of social sustainability 
The remainder of this chapter focuses on two processual aspects of Hallonber-
gen’s renewal. First, similar to section 7.2 in the previous chapter on Stora 
Ursvik, sections 8.3 and 8.3.1 explain the central agreements for co-develop-
ment that determined the organizational forms and politico-institutional rela-
tions in Hallonbergen’s renewal. The focus is thus on two development ar-
rangements in Hallonbergen’s renewal to reveal how the municipality has 
heavily relied on market mechanisms but simultaneously fused these with reg-
ulatory structures for ‘social sustainability,’ thereby establishing a specific in-
stitutional fix of neoliberal hybridity. Second, in section 8.3.2, explanations 
center on the institutionalized participatory dialogue process that has been part 
of Hallonbergen’s renewal. Finally, in section 8.4, the chapter provides a con-
cluding discussion concerning the features of neoliberal localization in Hal-
lonbergen’s renewal, as part of the area’s social production.  

The first arrangement was initiated with a ‘framework agreement’ that 
would see an extended period for its full implementation, which was caused 
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by private developers’ reluctance to fulfil their investments in Hallonbergen. 
A decade passed between when the municipality and several developers529 
agreed to initiate Hallonbergen’s renewal through the agreement (2002) and 
collaboratively produced an in-depth comprehensive plan that served as a 
“game plan” to channel developers’ investments to specific sites within the 
development area (2005)530, and when detailed development plans were 
adopted and actual construction was initiated (mid–2010s). Developers sought 
to secure investment opportunities in the mid–2000s as the municipality began 
supporting the urban densification of Hallonbergen and Ör in institutional 
planning. However, they were reluctant to initiate development at the point in 
time when agreements were made and collaborations initiated.  

Essentially, as my interviews revealed, developers were “scared” to invest 
in the type of urban environment Hallonbergen constituted.531 Developers gen-
erally directed their focus to Central Sundbyberg, where investments in land 
and the built environment were deemed to generate a safe economic return532 
and, as a former chairperson of the municipal executive board expressed it to 
me in an interview, where the development of housing “had an evident target 
group consisting of the traditional Swedish middle-class.”533 Although Hallon-
bergen was lucrative for investments in real estate due to its geographical lo-
cation and the availability of developable land in close proximity to public 
transportation (most importantly a subway station534), it was difficult for de-
velopers to estimate what population groups would be attracted to purchasing 
tenant-owned apartments in Hallonbergen. 535 When developers showed their 
interest in developing and investing in land in Hallonbergen, it was in the 
area’s southern hillsides: land at some distance from built and inhabited envi-
ronments, which in the in-depth comprehensive plan was deemed important 
to maintain intact due its values as a natural space (for the moment, the mu-
nicipality safeguarded these parts).536  

Thus, although the 2002 framework agreement included economically lu-
crative deals for land allocation contracts and building rights, and the munic-
ipal representatives, as one informant expressed it, were “almost on their bare 
knees and begged developers to come here and build,”537 nothing happened. 
The municipality invested in the planning of Hallonbergen in a period when 
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the negative connotations of Hallonbergen held greater weight than institu-
tionally accommodated investment opportunities. The market status of Hal-
lonbergen was too low. The detailed development plans that should have be-
come – and were described as538 – the logical extensions of the 2005 in-depth 
comprehensive plan, were not adopted.  

In the wake of the in-depth comprehensive plan, a 2009 municipal council 
decision sought to, anew, intensify planning work. In 2011, a ‘program for 
detailed development plans’ for Hallonbergen and Ör – again produced by the 
municipality in collaboration with the aforementioned developers as well as 
architectural firms – was adopted. The program outlined additional spatial and 
architectural proposals to guide investments, including the renewal of Hallon-
bergen’s central district and its spatial connection with Ör directly to the 
east.539 However, local inhabitants were not content with some of the contents 
of the program, and marked their dismay in the program’s consultation round. 
As a response, the municipality implemented extraordinary democratic and 
accountability structures in the market-oriented process for Hallonbergen’s 
renewal, by initiating an extensive participatory dialogue that could better ac-
count for the viewpoints of local inhabitants (the process of this dialogue is 
explained in section 8.3.2). 

The municipality suddenly became highly cautious about how the renewal 
of Hallonbergen was to be a ‘socially sustainable’ enterprise. Thus, in 2014–
2019, the land allocation agreements540 that finalized the responsibilities of the 
original framework agreement between the municipality and developers also 
demanded that developers establish ‘action plans’ for ‘social sustainability.’ 
While a fluid and diffuse concept in its various applications – including this 
one – social sustainability (alongside ecological and economic sustainability) 
relates to values such as social equity, inclusion, integration, a persistence of 
local community structures, and to factors such as social and public policies 
and services, land and housing, transport and public space, and economy and 

                               
538 Sundbybergs stad (2005), Kommunfullmäktige, Sammanträdesprotokoll, ”Antagande av 
fördjupad översiktsplan för delen Rissne, Hallonbergen och Ör, § 82, Ref. 324/2000-212, p. 2 
539 Sundbybergs stad & WSP (2011), ”Program för detaljplaner Hallonbergen-ÖR,” Ref. 
293/2009-214 
540 Land allocation agreements in Hallonbergen during the period 2014–2019 include: Sundby-
bergs stad (2014), Kommunstyrelsen, “Markanvisning avseende del av fastigheten Sundbyberg 
2:30, mittemot Rissneleden 9, Hallonbergen,” Ref. KS-0453/2014; Sundbybergs stad (2016), 
Kommunstyrelsen, ”Markanvisningsavtal mellan Sundbybergs stad och Wallenstam Freden 
Större 11 avseende del av stadens fastighet Sundbybergs 2:30 i Hallonbergen vid Gesällvä-
gen/Rissneleden,” Ref. KS-0538/2016; Sundbybergs stad (2017), Kommunstyrelsen, ”Markan-
visningsavtal mellan Sundbybergs stad, Fastighetsaktiebolaget Förvaltaren och Riksbyggen 
ekonomiska förening för del av fastighet Terränglöparen 9 och Sundbyberg 2:30 längs Ursviks-
vägen och Örsvängen i Hallonbergen, Sundbybergs stad,” Ref. KS-0257/2017; Sundbybergs 
stad (2019), Kommunstyrelsen, ”Markanvisningsavtal mellan Sundbybergs stad och Folkhem 
TRÄ AB avseende nybyggnation av bostäder på del av fastigheten Sundbyberg 2:26, längs 
Rissneleden, mellan stadsdelarna Rissne och Hallonbergen (Lingonskogen),” Ref. KS-
0168/2019 
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employment.541 The municipality thus demanded that developers take ‘social 
responsibility’ and describe how they aim to “contribute to the development 
of local society [and enrich] existing environments,” without contributing to 
further segregation through “new enclaves.”542 The dialogue process following 
the 2011 program was extended into detailed development planning and im-
plementation.543 One feature of this was the establishment of a group consist-
ing of local real estate owners, tenant associations, tenant-owner associations, 
and representatives for local inhabitants, as an advisory group with a “strong 
mandate” in municipal planning.544 Additionally, short-term operations were 
established to “decrease social unrest” among youth groups in the area, for 
example through the appointment of youth ambassadors to mediate commu-
nication between local youths and development stakeholders.545 

Private developers demonstrated their actual intention to proceed with de-
velopment implementations and property investments at a point when the neg-
ative effects of the 2009 financial crisis on housing production in Greater 
Stockholm had faded and other parts of the municipality, foremost Stora 
Ursvik and Central Sundbyberg, had become highly attractive for urban in-
vestments.546 Thereafter, institutional infrastructures for Hallonbergen’s re-
newal were fused with new channels for participatory involvement and devel-
opers’ declarations of their aims to fulfill social demands through develop-
ment. A neoliberal hybridity in development thereby emerged as developers, 
finally, proceeded with their investments at the same time as they were obli-
gated to take over responsibility for and collaborate on the objectives and con-
cerns of local society that had always belonged to Förvaltaren, the historical 
owner of land and buildings in Hallonbergen. The institutional fix thereby 
produced is characterized by both, in the municipal context, an unparalleled 
inclination to implement market mechanisms in municipal planning and sell 
off municipal public assets, and to, beyond formal obligations, extend features 
of social sustainability and participatory dialogues as demands on private in-
vestors.  

                               
541 For a critical discussion of social sustainability, see: Mark Davidson (2009), ”Social Sus-
tainability: a potential for politics?,” Local Environment, Vol. 14, No. 7 
542 Sundbybergs stad (2017), Stadsledningskontoret, “Handlingsplan för utvecklingen av Hal-
lonbergen och ör 2017,” Ref. KS-0190/2017 
543 Sundbybergs stad (2016), Stadsledningskontoret, ”Handlingsplan för utvecklingen av Hal-
lonbergen och Ör 2016,” Ref. KS-0078/2016; Sundbybergs stad & WSP (2011), ”Program för 
detaljplaner Hallonbergen-ÖR,” Ref. 293/2009-214; Interview I-17-3 
544 Sundbybergs stad (2013), Stadsbyggnads- och miljöförvaltningen, ”Redovisning från pro-
jektet PARK LEK och PARK LEK PARLAMENT – En utökad dialogprocess kring stadsut-
veckling,” Ref. SMN-0933/2009, p. 1 
545 Sundbybergs stad (2017), Stadsledningskontoret, “Handlingsplan för utvecklingen av Hal-
lonbergen och ör 2017,” Ref. KS-0190/2017 
546 Statistics Sweden (2021), “Färdigställda lägenheter i nybyggda hus efter region, hustyp, 
upplåtelseform och år,” Period 1991–2020; Statistics Sweden (2017), Statistic news 2017, April 
5, ”Högsta antalet färdigställda lägenheter sedan 1992”; Swedish National Board of Housing, 
Building and Planning (2012), Bostadsmarknaderna i Norden och regionalt, Rapport 2011:29 
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8.3.1 The sales of Hallonbergen’s central district 
The second major planning arrangement for Hallonbergen’s renewal besides 
the framework and land allocation agreements is the redevelopment of the 
central district: a case that highlights how this institutional fix was produced 
at the intersection of the sales of public assets, privatization, and demands for 
social sustainability. The arrangement concerns the redevelopment managed 
by Balder after the developer won a municipally arranged competition for idea 
concepts (Balder’s entry was analyzed in section 8.2), and in 2018 acquired 
the district from a municipally owned company.547 It constitutes the greatest 
single project in Hallonbergen’s renewal and concerns its arguably most im-
portant area, owing to its public and service functions. The district includes 
the central building accommodating commerce, services, a library, and the 
entrée to the subway, a primary school with a football pitch, and an elderly 
care facility.548 Balder’s acquisition chronologically followed, and is formally 
separated from, the land allocation agreements described earlier, but it like-
wise built on the municipal concern for social sustainability that followed the 
earlier consultation round and participatory dialogue.  

For the competition, the municipality requested developers’ so-called ‘idea 
concepts’ in accordance with the quality program, which, as noted earlier, 
“concretizes its future vision of the area’s development and describes the qual-
ities […] that the municipality supports.”549 Overall, the quality program artic-
ulated a generous and open-ended framework of regulatory limitations for an 
assigned real estate developer’s own solutions for land use arrangements in 
accordance with principles of new urbanism. For example, public spaces must 
be strengthened in terms of their attractivity, “orientability,” and variety of 
usages at all hours550, and new establishments as well as tenant-owned apart-
ment buildings shall enhance the social “well-being” and “integration” of the 
area.551 

Moreover, the program demanded adherence to the long-term maintenance 
of certain public and societal functions in the area, such as adequate locales 
for education, elderly care, and sports, and non-commercial public spaces in 
both indoor and outdoor milieus552, although these functions may be relocated 

                               
547 Lokalfastigheter i Sundbyberg AB 
548 Fastighets AB Balder (2017), ”Idékoncept från Fastighets AB Balder avseende stadsutveckl-
ingsprojektet Hallonbergen.” See also: Sundbybergs stad (2017), Kommunstyrelsen, ”Stadsut-
veckling inom stadsdelen Hallonbergen, Sundbyberg,” Ref. KS-0002/2017; Sundbybergs stad 
(2017), Kommunstyrelsen, ”Detaljplan för stadsutveckling inom fastigheterna Bollspelaren 1, 
Kartan 1, Terränglöparen 11, del av Terränglöparen 9 samt del av  Sundbyberg 2:30 i stadsdelen 
Hallonbergen,” Ref. KS-0692/2017 
549 Sundbybergs stad (2016), Kommunstyrelsen, ”Hallonbergen Kvalitetsprogram,” Ref. KS-
0456/2016, p. 3 
550 Ibid. p. 8 
551 Ibid. p. 7 
552 Ibid. p. 7 
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within the development areas as part of the new spatial layout. It also required 
adherence to “social values”: 

The social responsibility in the areas extends beyond the limits of detailed de-
velopment plans. It can, for example, concern the execution of social procure-
ments, to create locales and places for meetings that include both new and ex-
isting inhabitants, or in different ways support local associations or ongoing 
projects promoting social development in the area. Collaborations with the dif-
ferent administrations of the municipality as well as with local society are ob-
vious conditions. Communicating regarding one’s own work with social sus-
tainability that benefits the citizens and the municipality is a requirement.553 

In this manner, the quality program manifested regulatory conditions for the 
acquiring real estate developer’s work with social sustainability and exempli-
fied the broad frame for what this might entail, including both spatially situ-
ated functions and collaboration projects. For such demands for social respon-
sibility to be adhered to in practice in the longer term, an additional document 
defined the ‘sales prospect’ (the three major quarters of the central district) 
and explicated that competing real estate developers must have “financial 
strength” and prior experience with the development of central buildings. 
Moreover, it declared that developers must agree to the “incentive” of a “pen-
alty structure […] that secures ownership- and development-related commit-
ments in the idea concept.”554  

Such demands were motivated by the market-dependent indexed price 
model the municipality adopted, which favored the contracted developer’s 
early acquisition of land and buildings. This model was assessed as having 
commonly been used by other Stockholm County municipalities at the time, 
and as providing a focus on “quality and implementation aspects”, rather than 
economic aspects of housing and construction costs pertaining to the option 
of a bidding model and a model including later evaluation of building rights. 
To deal with the downsides of the model relating to an early sale of the district, 
which municipal public officials thought entailed the risk of reducing the con-
tracted developer’s motivation to initiate development in due time, the favored 
model also included the municipal right to re-purchase, at a reduced price, 
building rights sold to the contracted developer. In total, the municipality thus 
sought to assert a certain degree of control through incentives and a repurchase 
clause, and by drawing on the municipal planning monopoly at the point the 
detailed development plan is adjusted for the central district’s renewal.555 

                               
553 Ibid. p. 21 
554 Sundbybergs stad & Nai Svefa (2017), Kommunstyrelsen, ”Försäljningsprospekt Hallon-
bergen,” Ref. KS-0456/2016, p. 4, 22  
555 Sundbybergs stad (2016), Stadsledningskontoret, “Grundförutsättningar för säljprospekt till-
hörande kvalitetsprogram för stadsutveckling inom stadsdelarna Hallonbergen, Ör, Rissne, och 
området Ekbacken,” Ref. KS-0456/2016 
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However, as two municipal planners noted in an interview, the early agree-
ment on the quantitative degree of development (which followed the proposal 
in Balder’s idea concept) has partly entangled municipal planning, as any re-
duction in gross floor area on any site prior to development must be compen-
sated for by an increase somewhere else within the acquired district.556 

In a spreadsheet attached to the ‘sales prospect’, a total of 33 demands re-
garding local public and societal functions are listed, including columns to 
check off their realization. These demands included that a primary school and 
sport facilities of certain capacities, as well as a health center and a library, be 
maintained in the area.557 In their idea concept, Balder declared their willing-
ness to meet these 33 demands. Moreover, as I was told in an interview with 
a political representative involved in the decision to offer Balder the purchase 
of the central district, Balder was conceived as a credible actor. Both due to 
its financial strength (“the second largest developer in Sweden”) and its pre-
vious developments of central districts in suburbs in Stockholm and Gothen-
burg.558 The final decision was made by the municipal council in February 
2018,559 after which a transfer of stocks from a municipal company560 to Balder 
was made through an 840 MSEK acquisition, including a deal to purchase 
building rights worth an additional 800 MSEK.561  

Overall, the sale of Hallonbergen’s central district illustrates a moment of 
neoliberal localization that establishes an institutional fix in which business 
interests and investments as well as concerns about social problems in the area 
are present. An artefact such as the quality program sought to achieve greater 
municipal control compared to other examples of private acquisitions of cen-
tral buildings and districts in Greater Stockholm. Meanwhile, it still out-
sourced development to a developer and generated the influx of capital and 
investments in land and the built environment deemed necessary to avoid the 
‘Million Programme problematic.’562 In transforming the central district, 

                               
556 Interview I-17-3 
557 Sundbybergs stad & Nai Svefa (2017), Kommunstyrelsen, ”Försäljningsprospekt Hallon-
bergen,” Ref. KS-0456/2016, p. 28 
558 Interview I-18-3 
559 Sundbybergs stad (2018), Kommunfullmäktige, ”Val av ett idékoncept för genomförande 
av stadsutveckling i Hallonbergen och ställningstagande till vidhängande avtal om överlåtelse 
av samtliga aktier i Hallonbergen 1 AB innehållande fastigheten Kartan 1, Hallonbergen 2 AB 
innehållande fastigheten Bollspelaren 1 samt Hallonbergen 3 AB innehållande fastigheten Ter-
ränglöparen 11 samt godkännande av stadens åtagande i enlighet med avtalen,” § 29, Ref. KS-
0002/2017 
560 Lokalfastigheter Fastighetsutveckling Hallonbergen AB. 
561 Sundbybergs stad (2017), Kommunstyrelsen, ”Val av ett idékoncept för genomförande av 
stadsutveckling i Hallonbergen och ställningstagande till vidhängande avtal om överlåtelse av 
samtliga aktier i Hallonbergen 1 AB innehållande fastigheten Kartan 1, Hallonbergen 2 AB 
innehållande fastigheten Bollspelaren 1samt Hallonbergen 3 AB innehållande fastigheten Ter-
ränglöparen 11 samt godkännande av stadens åtagande i enlighet med avtalen,” Ref. KS-
0002/2017; Marie Bergström (2017, November 27), ”Balder köper Hallonbergen centrum för 
840 miljoner,” Fastighetsvärlden. Electronic access. 
562 Interview I-17-5 
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Balder has a high degree of freedom to determine land use arrangements and 
re-localize functions within a framework of an agreed-upon quantity of devel-
opment, and is allowed to develop locations in the area that were previously 
protected due to their value as natural spaces. Moreover, because the mainte-
nance of public and societal functions was not regulated through the actual 
acquisition agreement, trust has been put in Balder to honor the contents of its 
initial idea concept.563  

The central district’s renewal has thereby been marked by new public man-
agement techniques in the form of incentive structures, a repurchase clause, 
and performance targets, while still relying on a certain degree of trust, for the 
long-term ownership of the district and some of its highly frequented public 
spaces. To attract and channel property investments and mobile capital, such 
techniques have been identified as a key feature of neoliberalism that under-
mines the bureaucratic regulations that scare away investors, instead provid-
ing them with a high degree of operative freedom, where public interests are 
secured by evaluating results and outcomes.564 As the political majority in mu-
nicipal council approved of the adoption of both the quality program and sales 
prospect, the neoliberal entrepreneurial arrangement of the central district’s 
redevelopment was sanctioned through transparent, accountable processes. 
The question that remains at the time of writing, however, is how accounta-
bility is ultimately determined, and what social sustainability amounts to in 
practice, during the phase of, and after, redevelopment? 

The sale of the central district was, also, controversial for representatives 
of the political opposition. In an attachment to the council protocol for July 1, 
2016, the neoliberal localization in Hallonbergen’s development surfaced as a 
controversial question. Left Party and Social Democratic representatives re-
served themselves against “the sale of Hallonbergen,” the argument being that 
it is grounded in an economic strategy to receive a non-reoccurring income 
that can be used annually to cover financial gaps in the accountancy. “In prac-
tice, it is nothing other than a loophole to avoid the principles of municipal 
economic management” they declared. Moreover, they challenged the blue-
green political majority’s genuine intention for developing Hallonbergen with 
reference to the fact that the sale of the district occurred before the competition 
was finalized.  

Thus, the majority in the municipal council sanctioned the sale of Hallon-
bergen (i.e., by adopting the quality program and sales prospect), and there 
                               
563 Sundbybergs stad (2018), Kommunfullmäktige, ”Val av ett idékoncept för genomförande 
av stadsutveckling i Hallonbergen och ställningstagande till vidhängande avtal om överlåtelse 
av samtliga aktier i Hallonbergen 1 AB innehållande fastigheten Kartan 1, Hallonbergen 2 AB 
innehållande fastigheten Bollspelaren 1samt Hallonbergen 3 AB innehållande fastigheten Ter-
ränglöparen 11 samt godkännande av stadens åtagande i enlighet med avtalen,” § 448, Ref. KS-
0002/2017; Ulrica Andersson (2017, November 24), ”Hallonbergens C reas ut till Balder,” Mitt 
i Sundbyberg. Electronic access. 
564 Tore Sager (2011), “Neo-liberal urban planning policies: A literature survey 1990–2010,” 
Progress in Planning, 76, p. 153 
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has been an overarching belief in the benefits of quality and social sustaina-
bility demands to balance a lower degree of municipal ownership in the area. 
Yet, the arrangement of the central district’s sales incorporated economic and 
technical measures that oppositional parties would criticize as opportunistic 
and even dishonest. Ultimately, the sales of Hallonbergen’s central district 
speaks of the pragmatic crafting of neoliberal institutional fixes among polit-
ical leaders, illustrating how economic rationalities determine a process and 
development format that, in turn, conditions the production of ideas and pro-
posals for land use arrangements. 

8.3.2 The dialogue process of Hallonbergen’s renewal: 
Participatory structures and the safeguarding of urban 
differences 
This final section focuses on the participatory dialogues of Hallonbergen’s 
renewal. It explains how participatory procedures were arranged contingent 
on Hallonbergen’s demographics and socioeconomic characteristics, where 
the intention was to involve its population, although this was not fully realized 
in practice. It also explains how the outcomes of the participatory dialogue 
that were institutionalized in subsequent planning essentially marked the 
maintenance of the urban differences and spatial separation between Hallon-
bergen and Ör.  

The renewal of Hallonbergen was, as previously noted, institutionally con-
nected with the renewal of Ör, and the 2011 program for detailed development 
plans concerned both areas, in direct proximity to each other. The, as recog-
nized by municipal planning items, “strong reactions”565 and “strong re-
sistance”566 evoked by the program in its consultation round were predomi-
nantly grounded in Ör inhabitants’ demand to maintain the differences be-
tween the areas. It was this group that predominantly participated in the plan-
ning dialogues. To a much lesser degree, participants included Hallonbergen 
inhabitants, youths, families with children, and people with a foreign back-
ground.567 In essence, the inhabitants of Ör opposed the notion that their area 
and its small center for commerce and services should ‘grow together’ with 
Hallonbergen568, and this opposition was expressed in several ways in the di-
alogue outcomes. A key municipal objective – although not always framed as 

                               
565 Sundbybergs stad (2013), Stadsbyggnads- och miljöförvaltningen, ”Detaljplan för bostads-
bebyggelse och stadsförnyelse inom stadsdelen Ör och del av Hallonbergen – Beslut att påbörja 
plansamråd i tre områden,” Ref. SMN-0933/2009, p. 1 
566 Sundbybergs stad (2013), Stadsbyggnads- och miljöförvaltningen, ”Redovisning från pro-
jektet PARK LEK och PARK LEK PARLAMENT – En utökad dialogprocess kring stadsut-
veckling,” Ref. SMN-0933/2009, p. 1 
567 Interviews I-17-11, I-17-5. Also: I-18-4; Kerstin Bergendal (2014), “Sammanställning fo-
kusområde Ny Bebyggelse, Trafik och Vägar,” PARKLEK. Electronic access. 
568 Interview I-17-11 
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such in planning items – has been to develop the two areas into one cohesive 
urban area.569 Opposing such intentions, dialogue participants in focus group 
discussions contrasted the “warmness” of Ör to the “windy,” “cold,” “concrete 
feeling” of Hallonbergen.570 In municipal planning items addressing dialogue 
outcomes, the dialogue participants’ will and demand have been well reflected 
in declared intentions to “maintain the existing differences between the areas. 
[…] differences are an asset,” with reference to the “peaceful” Ör and the 
“more urban” Hallonbergen.571 The areas’ different identities are to be safe-
guarded through a “layer-on-layer” principle in development,572 and the spatial 
interconnection of the two areas is to be strengthened by a “green passage,”573 
not a denser urban structure. 

The participatory dialogues, and thus the engagement of Ör inhabitants, 
have had a substantial effect on subsequent institutional municipal planning 
(although have not changed the municipal inclination toward selling off public 
assets). The municipality’s sudden preference for social sustainability and de-
mands on developers derived from these. They resulted in a continued dia-
logue with inhabitants, citizens, and other interested parties in the continuation 
of development, in accordance with the collaborative structures established 
through the dialogue process.574 Building rights intended for the space between 
Hallonbergen and Ör were withdrawn to protect certain sites from certain de-
velopment schemes,575 the aim being to preserve natural environments and 
thus, in practice, to preserve a spatial differentiation and separation of Ör and 
Hallonbergen, at least for the time being. The comparably few Hallonbergen 
inhabitants participating in the dialogues were far more indifferent to these 
questions. They were generally positive that their area was being developed, 
and they pinpointed a smaller number of especially important sites in Hallon-
bergen that should be carefully developed.576 They did, however, show some 
frustration about the fact that Hallonbergen’s renewal was implemented be-
fore problems pertaining to education, healthcare, and employment had been 

                               
569 Interview I-17-4 
570 Sundbybergs stad (2014), Kommunstyrelsen, ”PARK LEK,” Anteckningar / Mötesanteck-
ningar 2012–2014, municipal archival Ref. F37:3 
571 Sundbybergs stad (2013), Stadsbyggnads- och miljöförvaltningen, ”Redovisning från pro-
jektet PARK LEK och PARK LEK PARLAMENT – En utökad dialogprocess kring stadsut-
veckling,” Ref. SMN-0933/2009, p. 4 
572 Ibid. p. 3 
573 Sundbybergs stad (2013), Stadsbyggnads- och miljöförvaltningen, Samrådsredogörelse, 
”Program för detaljplaner Hallonbergen-Ör, Sundbyberg,” Ref. SMN 0933/2009, p. 3 
574 Sundbybergs stad (2016), Stadsledningskontoret, ”Handlingsplan för utvecklingen av Hal-
lonbergen och Ör 2016,” Ref. KS-0078/2016; Sundbybergs stad & WSP (2011), ”Program för 
detaljplaner Hallonbergen-ÖR,” Ref. 293/2009-214; Interview I-17-3 
575 Interview I-17-3 
576 Interview I-17-11; Sundbybergs stad (2013), Stadsbyggnads- och miljöförvaltningen, Sam-
rådsredogörelse, ”Program för detaljplaner Hallonbergen-Ör, Sundbyberg,” Ref. SMN 
0933/2009; Sundbybergs stad (2013), Stadsbyggnads- och miljöförvaltningen, ”Redovisning 
från projektet PARK LEK och PARK LEK PARLAMENT – En utökad dialogprocess kring 
stadsutveckling,” Ref. SMN-0933/2009 



 

 177

dealt with adequately by the municipality, which explains why questions of 
planning and architecture were much less at the forefront of their concerns.577  

In comparison, the chosen format and methods of the participatory dialogue 
nevertheless constituted an attempt to reach out to inhabitants and collect their 
inputs on planning contents in a manner that extends beyond the regular ne-
oliberal urban context. In the Swedish case, planning practice has been shown 
to be moving away from truly democratic and participatory processes. Rather 
than dealing with truly fundamental decisions, “the participation of ordinary 
citizens goes no further than including some of their reflections on the shaping 
of the ongoing competitive developments,” a recent summary reads.578 Glob-
ally, neoliberal urban policy has been summarized and said to adopt economic 
rationales that “undermine the democratic project itself and replaced debate, 
dissensus and participation by the concentration of power in narrow conclaves 
involving politicians, business leaders and experts.”579  

Called ‘PARK LEK PARLAMENT,’ the dialogue for Hallonbergen’s re-
newal was a third instalment of a 2010 collaborative project (only ‘PARK 
LEK’) that earlier was used in the consultation regarding the program for de-
tailed development plans. This third instalment, which was not required by 
regulations, unfolded between November 2012 and May 2014.580 It used open-
ended participatory methods developed by a visual artist to bridge the civil 
and public spheres. These aimed to anchor local perceptions and preferences 
in institutional planning: to map “the area’s composite identity and history,” 
where the artist, rather than the municipality, took the role of a mediator be-
tween interests and groups. While the dialogue process focused on six broader 
themes, including ‘parks and green areas’ and ‘new buildings, roads, and traf-
fic,’ it unfolded in a largely unscripted manner on convenient days and times 
(evenings and weekends) and at different sites. It also established, using offi-
cial language, a permanent “neutral contact space […] without a given func-
tion” for communication and outreach between public officials and civilians 
in a café locale in Hallonbergen’s central building. At its peak, the space con-
nected with up to 30–50 individuals over the course of a day.581   

                               
577 Teresa Ahola (2017, November 30), “Många kände sig nedprioriterade,” Fastighetsnytt. 
Electronic access. 
578 Tuna Taşan-Kok (2012), “Introduction: Contradictions of Neoliberal Urban Planning,” Con-
tradictions of Neoliberal Planning. Cities, Policies, Politics, edited by Tuna Taşan-Kok & Guy 
Baeten, p. 17 
579 Gilles Pinson & Christelle Moral Journel (2016), “The Neoliberal City – Theory, Evidences, 
Debates,” Theory, Politics, Governance, 2016, Vol. 4, No. 2, p. 140 
580 Sundbybergs stad (2012), Kommunfullmäktige, “Inriktning för fortsatt stadsutvecklingsar-
bete i Hallonbergen och Ör,” § 414, Ref. KS-0430/2012; Sundbybergs stad (2013), Stadsbygg-
nads- och miljöförvaltningen, ”Redovisning från projektet PARK LEK och PARK LEK PAR-
LAMENT – En utökad dialogprocess kring stadsutveckling,” Ref. SMN-0933/2009, p. 1 
581 Sundbybergs stad (2013), Stadsbyggnads- och miljöförvaltningen, ”Redovisning från pro-
jektet PARK LEK och PARK LEK PARLAMENT – En utökad dialogprocess kring stadsut-
veckling,” Ref. SMN-0933/2009, p. 3 
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Thus, contrary to the common features of “self-responsibilization” seen in 
participatory structures of neoliberal urbanism, PARK LEK PARLAMNET 
sought to adopt measures to encourage “actual political empowerment of dis-
advantaged groups.”582 PARK LEK PARLAMENT represents a case in which 
open-ended, long-term, and inclusive methods sought to break hierarchies in 
institutional planning. In its intentions and arrangements, it reflects the bot-
tom-up, communicative ideal in planning that some planning theorists have 
proposed can break the structural hierarchies between different types of ac-
tors.583  

However, while acknowledging that the dialogue resulted in small groups 
and networks (such as a woman’s group and night patrol volunteers584), its 
participation base and planning outcomes are heavily marked by the incorpo-
ration of two different areas into one institutional planning process. Thereby, 
in extension, it reflects demographical and socioeconomic differences be-
tween the areas: compared to Hallonbergen, inhabitants of Ör are more likely 
to have been born in Sweden, be seniors, and have a post-secondary degree.585 
Differences, then, that correspond to capacities and confidence that promote 
formulating one’s thoughts on and interest in urban development in a liberal 
forum, despite measures to facilitate the participation of groups with less so-
cial capital.  

Because of Ör inhabitants’ engagement in safeguarding their area from ur-
banization with Hallonbergen, the dialogue outcomes were largely conserva-
tive. Hallonbergen must not intrude on the “low-key and calm” Ör.586 In this 
context, the ‘green passage’ became a solution that fitted the planning and 
architectural discourse to increase the flow and movement of people into Hal-
lonbergen, while also demarcating that Hallonbergen’s “transformation from 
a satellite in nature to a part of a denser urban structure”587 cannot include Ör 
in any uncompromised way. Thus, PARK LEK PARLAMENT became a tool 
for participants to influence how Hallonbergen would expand into a greater 
interconnected, urban environment in the municipality. As it determined a 
more sensitive expansion to the east, the focus was set on denser urbanization 
to the north. In this period, the municipality commenced the formal responsi-

                               
582 Margit Mayer (2017), “Whose city? From Ray Pahl’s critique of the Keynesian city to the 
contestations around neoliberal urbanism,” The Sociological Review, 2017, Vol. 65(2), p. 177 
583 See: Susan S. Fainstein (2000), ”New Directions in Planning Theory,” Urban Affairs Re-
view, Vol. 35, No. 4 
584 Interview I-17-3 
585 Sundbybergs stad (2013), Sundbybergs Översiktsplan 2013, Ref. KS-0464/2011; Region 
Stockholm(2015), Planområdesprognoser, ”Sundbybergs kommun: Befolkningsprognos 2016–
2025” 
586 Sundbybergs stad (2013), Stadsbyggnads- och miljöförvaltningen, ”Redovisning från pro-
jektet PARK LEK och PARK LEK PARLAMENT – En utökad dialogprocess kring stadsut-
veckling,” Ref. SMN-0933/2009, p. 4 
587 Sundbybergs stad (2016), Kommunstyrelsen, ”Hallonbergen Kvalitetsprogram,” Ref. KS-
0456/2016, p. 13 
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bility for Enköpingsvägen, the former E18 highway, directly north of Hallon-
bergen. The intention is to transform it into a ‘city street’ with decreased ca-
pacity and a lowered speed limit, thereby allowing the development of ap-
proximately 10,000 housing units and 30,000 workplaces.588 As testified by a 
representative of a real estate developer that recently has invested in Hallon-
bergen, 

[…] you can account for Enköpingsvägen too […]. The importance of Hallon-
bergen will only increase when the great development around the road is initi-
ated. Of course that mattered when we decided where to direct our interest.589  

Thus, it would seem that the development drawback associated with decreased 
building rights to connect Hallonbergen with Ör was a minor obstacle in the 
long-term scheme for Hallonbergen’s renewal and Sundbyberg’s urban 
growth.590  

8.4 Concluding discussion 
This chapter has focused on the contemporary renewal of Hallonbergen. The 
first section described the original planning and development of Hallonbergen 
in the early 1970s, thereby explaining the area’s essential characteristics as a 
built environment. The second section explained how Hallonbergen, as an in-
herited spatial landscape with a ‘Million Programme problematic,’ is ap-
proached in contemporary development. Focusing on representations of 
space, it illustrated how solutions pertaining to tenant-owned apartment build-
ings and architectural ‘new urbanism’ for densification in tandem are de-
ployed to transform Hallonbergen as a social space. The third section ex-
plained the institutional fix of Hallonbergen’s renewal with reference to two 
major institutional development arrangements. It showed how it is defined at 
the intersection of market investments and the privatization of public assets, 
on the one hand, and demands for social sustainability placed on developers, 
on the other. As a feature of this institutional fix, it showed how an extended 
participatory dialogue was arranged, one that had a certain degree of impact 
on land use arrangements, with demands to maintain a distinction between 
Hallonbergen and Ör. 

                               
588 Interview I-18-3 
589 Interview I-18-1 
590 Interview I-18-3; Sundbybergs stad (2016), Kommunstyrelsen, ”Investeringsprojekt 90900 
Madendalen, omgestaltning av Enköpingsvägen till stadsgata,” Ref. KS-0276/2016; Sundby-
bergs stad (2017), ”Sundbyberg Översiktsplan 2017,” p. 39; Sara C. W. Johansson et al. for 
Sundbybergs stad (undated document), ”Enköpingsvägens framtid under kommunalt huvud-
mannaskap” 
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It is obvious that the localization of neoliberal market mechanisms in Hal-
lonbergen’s renewal has not completely eroded the “centralized comprehen-
sive planning and decision-making power,” which neoliberal localization has 
typically been thought to do. For instance, even though the municipality was 
forced to change its intended land use arrangements due to the dismay ex-
pressed by some local inhabitants, development arrangements have not been 
‘uncoordinated, chaotic, and fragmented,’ an outcome that has been associated 
with neoliberal localization elsewhere.591 Indeed, the institutional transfor-
mation of Hallonbergen into a ‘game plan’ for property investments was char-
acterized by a municipal set-up (of investment structures, agreements, obliga-
tions, etc.) followed by a municipal withdrawal (sale of municipally owned 
land and material structures, decentralization of development mandates to pri-
vate developers, etc.). However, planning and development arrangements, 
during various phases up to the detailed development plans of late 2010s, still 
reflect a degree of municipal control and public accountability. Moreover, 
channelling of market interests and disposition of public assets have been 
structurally coordinated in accountable processes and structures, not least in 
municipal council approvals. Local media have covered important decisions 
and events in the renewal.  

The development of Stora Ursvik was characterized by a co-governance 
arrangement and project groups, determined by divided ownership of land 
with no previous inhabitants and urban infrastructures. In comparison, insti-
tutional processes and outcomes such as land allocation agreements, the pub-
licly announced competition and sales of the central district, and participatory 
dialogues, have been part of a more overt process. If the municipality largely 
relied on the municipal planning monopoly to steer the development of Stora 
Ursvik, the renewal of Hallonbergen has been characterized by a more struc-
turally defined development arrangement, albeit similar in its decentralized, 
compromised, and ad hoc nature. 

An aspect of this has been the demands on social sustainability that con-
tributed to the hybridity of the institutional fix of the renewal. If planners in 
neoliberal contexts are typically caught in “struggles between social-equity 
ideology and reality of capitalist urban development,” the data drawn upon in 
this chapter point to a conviction among stakeholders that external invest-
ments combined with municipal regulatory obligations constitute the logical 
and adequate mix for Hallonbergen’s development. As it seems, there is a 
consensus among all development stakeholders that the sale of public assets 
enables the degree of capital investments (including municipal reinvestments 
subsequent to dispossessions) that can break the ‘Million Programme prob-

                               
591 Tuna Taşan-Kok (2012), “Introduction: Contradictions of Neoliberal Urban Planning,” Con-
tradictions of Neoliberal Planning. Cities, Policies, Politics, edited by Tuna Taşan-Kok & Guy 
Baeten, pp. 5–6 
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lematic’ of Hallonbergen; an equation furthermore characterized by substan-
tial distrust in Förvaltaren’s ability to execute such an enterprise. Planning has 
thus been a tool and object for the localization of neoliberalism in Hallonber-
gen as well as a measure to tackle tensions and contradictions. Planning’s do-
main of expertise and regulatory frameworks has not been at odds with the 
economic and political rationalities and objectives supported by planning’s 
managerial side (a finding that diverges from the new urban core project, see 
chapter 9). Planning has accommodated a function to secure the stability of 
abstract space, which ultimately directs the renewal of Hallonbergen in ac-
cordance with the logics of capitalism and urban growth.  

More specifically, I suggest that the implementation of social sustainability 
in Hallonbergen’s renewal – including the compulsory demands put on devel-
opers – corresponds, one the one hand, to a discursive production to legitimize 
the privatization of public assets, decentralization of development, and to pur-
sue partially heavy urban densification. The incorporation of extensive partic-
ipatory dialogues followed the dismay expressed by local inhabitants in offi-
cial channels, and demands for social sustainability in planning practice and 
policy have constituted a measure to tone down the political sensitivity of the 
renewal project. The setup of PARK LEK PARLAMENT – including loos-
ened control of municipal representatives in favor of an artist – certainly went 
beyond the conventional institutional framework for participation and consul-
tation in relation to planning’s strategic-representative function. However, 
with the overarching strategy for renewal a given, it also became a populistic 
strategy to mediate the civil sphere in public planning practice and policy, so 
that development could proceed without tensions through a few modifications 
of land use arrangements. It had the function of maintaining ‘the neoliberal 
order of things’ in relation to overall development arrangements, but did not 
achieve this objective by excluding “dissonant political discourse and si-
lenc[ing] any dissident voice,” as has become typical in urban governance and 
partnerships.592 Instead, PARK LEAK PARLAMENT was a means to pursue 
the initial intention to decentralize development, under the favorable condition 
that the degree of development and new construction can be balanced across 
a greater area.  

On the other hand, demands on developers to work collectively and invest 
in local society have been a feature of the overall toolset – including an in-
crease in tenant-owned apartment buildings, an added wealthier population, 
and new commercial and service establishments – to transform Hallonbergen 
as a social space. The investment rationales of market actors are grounded in 
the re-imagined Hallonbergen, one where problems of social order and a lack 
of safety are no longer a public concern (or one of the police authority), and 
where processes of gentrification have enabled increased property values and 

                               
592 Gordon MacLeod (2011), “Urban Politics Reconsidered: Growth Machine to Post-demo-
cratic City?,” Urban Studies, 48(12), p. 2649 
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possible rent extraction. How and to what extent the developers who gained 
land allocation agreements and purchased the central district will fulfill their 
obligations remain open questions at the point of writing. However, the stand-
ardization of such demands across all major developers emphasizes the fact 
that Hallonbergen’s development implies an enforced gentrification and, as 
Balder’s idea concept spelled out, a greater ‘academic element,’ to manage 
the joint concern of return on investments. 

Ultimately, the renewal of Hallonbergen reflects abstract space’s inclina-
tion toward induced spatial differentiation. It is, in fact, an abstract space dis-
guised as differential space. The ‘conceived spaces’ in Hallonbergen’s origi-
nal planning are being handled in development as a material and sociospatial 
problem of homogeneity and unidimensionality. The re-imagining of the area 
constitutes a mix of architectural new urbanism as a principle for densifica-
tion, of social mixing, and of representations of an existing population that is 
considered to be a problem and challenge, on the one hand, and a ‘potential 
asset’ due to the identified commercial value of multicultural food and market 
places, on the other. More than any other municipal development project, the 
renewal of Hallonbergen therefore resonates with later municipal comprehen-
sive plans’ (2010/13 and 2017) discursive articulation of ‘identity’ as a prod-
uct of contemporary urban transformation, not as a social phenomenon of a 
locally shared urban history (see section 6.2.3).  

Lefebvre wrote The Social Production of Space in 1974, one year after 
Swedish Prime minister Olof Palme declared Hallonbergen to be Sweden’s 
best residential living environment on the basis of its scientifically informed 
design and layout. The systems of knowledge underpinning abstract space are 
different today, in Sweden and elsewhere. To follow Lefebvre’s lead in the 
analysis of contemporary urbanization is, in this context, to reveal how the 
induced and fabricated differences in abstract space take new forms and ex-
pressions to legitimize neoliberal urban development, so as to serve growth 
and the reproduction of social relations. The striking resemblance between 
Hallonbergen’s historical planning and development and the planning and de-
velopment unfolding at present is the firm conviction that the (re)arrangement 
of space closely corresponds to how it is subsequently socially used and ap-
propriated in everyday life. This is a conceptual misstep that Lefebvre identi-
fied in his critique of urban capitalism; a critique as important to acknowledge 
today as it was in previous paradigms in urban planning and development. 
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9. Central Sundbyberg: Institutional relations 
and contradictions in the new urban core 
project 

This chapter focuses on a third municipal area to explain the localization of 
neoliberalism in urban planning and development: Central Sundbyberg. More 
specifically, it explains how ‘the new urban core project’ was achieved and 
arranged through a municipal deal with the Swedish Transport Administration 
to locate railway tracks in the area in tunnels underground. Thereby, it illus-
trates how the early phases of the project were characterized by contradictions 
and tensions between municipal sectors of planning, politics, and economy, 
with effects on development arrangements and planning outcomes. The chap-
ter presents the argument that the tools and objectives of planning were con-
sistently undermined during this period. In the first phase, this was because 
planning’s project-developmental function is an indeterminate position, as the 
focus of political leaders is on manifesting the development area’s commodity 
value and on collecting architectural input – without project-specific institu-
tional infrastructures to integrate that input into development. In the second 
phase, this was because the imposed institutional fix for development arrange-
ments effectively detached planning from the municipality. This institutional 
fix did not, however, reflect complete reliance on neoliberal market mecha-
nisms, as development remained under municipal control, rather than being 
decentralized across several actors. Thus, the adoption of land allocation con-
tracts and sales of building rights to private developers were postponed to later 
phases of development. 

In section 9.1, the contemporary municipal strategy to strengthen Central 
Sundbyberg’s post-industrial character is explained, as this strategy consti-
tutes an important context for new urban core project. In section 9.2, the con-
flictual process that, ultimately, resulted in a co-governance agreement be-
tween the municipality and The Swedish Transport Administration is ex-
plained. Sections 9.3 and 9.4, then, focus on the two first two phases of the 
municipal management of the project. They explain the political and adminis-
trative relations that were established in the project, specifically highlighting 
how the sector of public planning has been undermined through political and 
economic practices’ focus on space’s commodity value and the engineering 
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of ‘rational’ institutional fixes. Finally, section 9.5 provides the concluding 
discussion. 

9.1 Municipally led post-industrialization of Central 
Sundbyberg 

 
Figure 14. Orthophoto of Central Sundbyberg, 2019. © Lantmäteriet.  593

Today, Central Sundbyberg (14,585 inhabitants, in 2020), the name of the area 
of the original industrial town in the municipality, is fundamentally character-
ized by its historical production as a social space. Inhabitants, authors, profes-
sionals, and artists have sought to identify and express the main constituents 
of this social space. They have often been inclined to emphasize that it is the 
non-schematic product of the collective efforts of many settlers and enter-
prises that have located in Sundbyberg over the course of years, decades, and 
centuries.594 It is emphasized as an autonomous town in a holistic sense, that 
is, with reference to its appearance as a cohesive social space. The historical 
material traces of industries and housing estates of different periods in the 20th 

                               
593 Ortofoto RGB 0.50 m latest, Orthophoto.  
594 Bo Anderson & Anders Björnsson (1997), Förvalta Framtiden; Eva Söderlind (1995), Sund-
byberg: Om hus och miljöer från bronsålder till nutid; Åke Ericsson (1992), Mitt i Sundbyberg. 
Minnen och bilder från 82 år i Sundbyberg; Henning Österberg (1966), Sundbyberg, den nya 
förstaden; Interviews P-17-2, P-17-3, P-17-6, P-18-1, P-18-2 
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century are highly visible and ordered in the spatial landscape. Given this con-
stitution, Central Sundbyberg is perceived, as many of my informants – poli-
ticians, professionals, and civilians – have emphasized in the interviews, as 
not being a suburb of Stockholm. It is, instead, perceived as an urban ecosys-
tem of its own that has a vital yet calm everyday social life in the town’s var-
ious public spaces. In a walking interview in Central Sundbyberg, an inhabit-
ant shares an impression of his hometown: 

It is good enough that they have this type of variation in the actual town, which 
I think is a unique and very fine side of Sundbyberg’s town planning. They 
have let it be and not felt embarrassed for what is simple and everyday, that is, 
not monumental or fancy.595 

Another excerpt from a book on Sundbyberg’s built environments is worth 
presenting at length because it – in line with my own ethnographic accounts 
as well as the accounts of interviewed inhabitants, activists, and municipal 
professionals – captures Central Sundbyberg’s key characteristics as a social 
space. 

Small towns usually have a central avenue, leading to the church, square or 
city hall. Not Sundbyberg. For Sundbyberg is not a small town in the common 
sense, with clearly marked authorities. […] Hence Sturegatan [popular street 
for leisure and commerce, my note] has maintained its small-scale and check-
ered milieu, and hence the urban fabric of Sundbyberg is still perceived as a 
town of its own instead of ranging among other zone-planned Stockholm sub-
urbs, which are pooling around their market-adapted centrum facilities. […] 
The spontaneous growth of Sturegatan’s built environment within the grid-
street plan holds the components that create a genuine and everyday small-
town milieu. The moderate scale, the mixed functions of residency, work, trade 
and commerce, culture and services, the various types of buildings and archi-
tecture, the vegetation, the accessibility, the bus and car traffic, the subway 
stations, the street-corner talks, the viable everydayness and lack of expres-
sions of the domain of power – everything collectively conditions the special, 
Sundbybergian outline of small-town quality.596 

Building on these characteristics and their conceived valued qualities, the mu-
nicipality has recognized Central Sundbyberg’s ‘density,’ ‘inner city-like 
quarters,’ and overall ‘strong identity’ as a competitive asset for growth in 
Stockholm’s urban and inter-municipal context. In a suburban landscape char-
acterized by functional planning and zoning, Central Sundbyberg is perceived, 
in the full meaning of the word, as a town given these characteristics.597  

                               
595 Interview P-17-7W 
596 Eva Söderlind (1995), Sundbyberg: om hus och miljöer från bronsålder till nutid, pp. 42–
43 
597 Interviews 1-18-5, I-17-5, I-17-10, I-18-7, I-18-13, I-18-14, I-17-11, I-17-7 
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Figure 15. Sturegatan, Central Sundbyberg. December, 2018. 

The municipal perspective on Central Sundbyberg as a strategic asset is sup-
ported by statistical data on the transformation of the socioeconomic and 
household composition of Central Sundbyberg’s population. During the pe-
riod 2000–2017, the disposable income median in Central Sundbyberg’s pop-
ulation increased by 88% (national median: 71%, not adjusted for inflation). 
This was also reflected in an increased degree of inhabitants with post-sec-
ondary education (33% of population, in 2017). As noted in the background 
chapter, the population increase in Central Sundbyberg during the period 
2005–2017 was less than 20%, which indicates a change in socioeconomic 
characteristics among a relatively consistent number of residents, and thus a 
significant socioeconomic change in the population. Sundbyberg currently has 
a high proportion of younger adults in its population (age 20–44, 48%, in 
2018). Housing in Central Sundbyberg comprised 26% tenant-owned and 
23% rental tenure in 2000. In 2017, the corresponding numbers were 57% and 
16%, following both tenure conversions and the addition of newly built apart-
ments (362 units, period 2007–2018).598  

These numbers reflect a process of gentrification that the municipality has 
supported, alongside housing tenure conversion policies, through several in-
vestments during the 2010s to revitalize Central Sundbyberg by strengthening 
its post-industrial character. I find it important to present a couple of these 

                               
598 Register of property information (2017). Administrated by The Swedish Cadastral and Land 
Registration Authority (included in the database GeoSweden for the Institute for Housing and 
Urban Research); Region Stockholm (2015), Planområdesprognoser, ”Sundbybergs kommun: 
Befolkningsprognos 2016–2025”; Region Stockholm 2018, Planområdesprognoser, 
”Sundbybergs kommun: Befolkningsprognos 2019–2028” 
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investments, as they precede, contextualize, and condition the major invest-
ment in the new urban core project.  

 
Figure 16. Southwest corner of Signalfrabriken, Central Sundbyberg. August, 2020. 

The first is the development of Signalfabriken, which in the early 20th century 
accommodated the large-scale production of cables for power and industrial 
installations.599 Through a public-private partnership between the municipality 
and a private developer in early 2010s, it was transformed into a site for res-
taurants and bars, a hotel, retail stores (including several major clothing 
chains), a gym, the town library, and housing.600 Earlier, in the 2000s, the in-
tention was actually to develop a different kind of consumption space in the 
district: a larger glazed-in mall with a big parking garage. This idea was aban-
doned, however, in conjunction with the financial crisis of 2009. Signalfab-
riken’s current form as an outdoor milieu with ground-floor establishments 
and maintained and upgraded exteriors, is in an architectural and spatial sense 
considered to better align with overall urban form of Central Sundbyberg. As 
municipal representatives explained to me in the interviews, the development 
of Signalfabriken into a comparably intimate and niched site was intended to 

                               
599 See: Karl Hildebrand (1938), ”Sieverts Kabelverk over Fifty Years,” Ericsson Review, No. 
1 1938, pp. 157–163 
600 Sundbybergs stad (2009), Stadsbyggnads- och miljöförvaltningen, ”Gestaltningsprogram. 
Detaljplan för kvarteret Plåten vid Landsvägen och Esplanaden i centrala Sundbyberg,” Ref. 
799/2009-214; Sundbybergs stad (2011), Stadsbyggnads- och miljöförvaltningen, ”Detaljplan 
för kvarteret Plåten vid Landsvägen, Vasagatan och Esplanaden i centrala Sundbyberg,” Ref. 
799/2009-213 
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strengthen Central Sundbyberg’s position as an urban consumer landscape 
that could compete with large-scale, generic indoor malls of a suburban char-
acter in nearby municipalities. The municipality aimed for Signalfabriken to 
contribute refined and upgraded establishments that could attract and accom-
modate (new) residents, visitors, and daily commuters. This was important 
because Sturegatan, the historical locus for local commerce, was identified as 
lacking in “coherency” and giving “a very tired impression” due to the many 
smaller, non-franchise retail stores of various kinds, foremost open at regular 
working hours.601  

Aligned with efforts to develop Central Sundbyberg as a post-industrial 
consumer landscape – especially south of the railway, the other side of Sture-
gatan – the municipality also channelled political and administrative resources 
into attracting major employers to localize in Central Sundbyberg. The most 
remarkable example is the 2013 localization of a major bank headquarters, 
with its 2,700 employees, to a new building of 45,000 square meters on the 
southeast edge of Central Sundbyberg. In competition with other municipali-
ties, the municipal director of business and exploitation, in an attempt to clinch 
the contract, deployed several measures. The director initiated a collaboration 
with the private landowner, commissioned architectural expertise to present a 
proposal, and had the necessary planning items produced, including a slight 
re-routing of the planned tram rail.602 

 
Figure 17. Headquarter of Swedbank, Central Sundbyberg. May, 2018. 

                               
601 Interviews I-17-7, I-17-9, I-17-11, I-18-5. Also: I-17-8, I-17-13, I-17-9, I-17-5 
602 Interview I-17-6; Sundbybergs stad (2011), Stadsbyggnads- och miljöförvaltningen, ”De-
taljplan för fastigheten Cirkusängen 6 m fl, Landsvägen 46 i Sundbyberg,” Ref. 979/2010-214 
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Interviews with both municipal politicians and public officials stress the sym-
bolic importance of this localization for the municipality.603 Municipal repre-
sentatives considered competitors for the bank’s localization (e.g., Stockholm 
and Solna municipalities and consultancy firms representing them) to have a 
derogatory perspective on Sundbyberg. Competitors thought the bank “had 
gone mad [to have] the cousin from the countryside” on the shortlist, one mu-
nicipal representative involved in the process told me in an interview.604 Ulti-
mately, the localization manifested the notion that Sundbyberg was on a new 
path in the contemporary urban political economy. In the words of the chair-
person of the municipal executive board at that time:  

It is not politics that dictates capital. However, politics can create conditions 
for capital to enter a town, and we have worked actively to have corporate 
headquarter establishments. Swedbank is the single biggest contribution to 
Sundbyberg becoming a more interesting town for many others. Because, what 
happened was that Dagens Nyheter [Sweden’s largest daily newspaper, meas-
ured in subscribers, my note] and others were making fun of Sundbyberg: “who 
would ever want to be based in Sundbyberg?” And suddenly Swedbank makes 
the decision to move here and that was immensely important for our confidence 
and our trademark. […] Public officials told me “there is no way, it will never 
work” and from that the self-image was very clear, that they will never move 
here. Yet we went all-in and then we won. That journey was incredibly im-
portant to having the self-confidence to become this town in which “Wow! 
Things are really happening!”605 [My emphasis] 

The new urban core project, which this chapter will analyze next, was aligned 
with and built upon these municipal efforts to revitalize Central Sundbyberg 
as a post-industrial landscape in the wake of deindustrialization in the mid- 
and late–20th century. The municipal development strategy of starting from 
the existing urban form and constituents of Central Sundbyberg as a social 
space was based on the lack of available land and transport infrastructures to 
build the volumes needed for a single cohesive site for consumer spending. 
Trade and market enquiries commissioned by the municipality in the 2000s 
and early 2010s informed municipal political leadership that diminishing re-
turns among local shopkeepers and stores was a major issue in the competitive 
context of nearby consumer malls. Despite the influx of wealthier residents 
and the establishment of a bank headquarter with thousands of employees, 
Central Sundbyberg, as one trade analyst who was assigned by the municipal-
ity informed me in an interview, “is a fading urban site in the harsh competi-
tion. It loses in importance, locally and regionally, as a provider of commercial 
goods [and] a good level of service.”606 With the – at the time of writing – 

                               
603 Interviews I-18-4, I-18-1, I-17-6, I-17-10 
604 Interview I-17-6 
605 Interview I-17-7. Also: I-18-4 
606 Interview I-17-8 
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several vacant commercial locales in Signalfabriken as evidence of this state-
ment607, the municipality has recently been putting their hopes on the trans-
formative impact of the new urban core project.  

9.2 ‘Achieving’ an urban project 

[With this project] one can create a whole new urban core.608 And that’s what’s 
going on now, you could say. It will be a long process, there will be many years 
before the railway is dug down. But it gives conditions for development and 
another urban fabric than what has been before. The railway is a barrier, if you 
remove that barrier you can create a completely different pattern. You have 
completely different possibilities. It’s kind of like when the Berlin wall was 
torn down. It’s not like you build where the wall stood, but it creates conditions 
for a completely different urban environment.609 

The new urban core project concerns the localization of the railway, which 
historically conditioned Sundbyberg’s growth from the 1870s onwards, in tun-
nels underground. It concerns the complete renewal of the surface area gener-
ated by this infrastructural intervention. The quote, given to me in an interview 
with a business expert who had an executive function early in this process, is 
illustrative of the symbolism as well as the materiality of the project, and its 
identified importance in revitalizing Central Sunbyberg as a social space.  

This section, then, centers on a highly tensional process between two public 
actors on the issue of infrastructural provision on the regional and national 
scale versus urban development and renewal on the local scale. It explains 
how Sundbybergs stad, a comparably small municipality and organizational 
actor, channelled resources to negotiate with The Swedish Transport Admin-
istration, a major governmental organization. It thereby explains how the ne-
gotiation ended with a 2013 agreement on economic compensations and a co-
governance partnership, following a conflictual process characterized by di-
verging interests. 

The agreement with The Swedish Transport Administration610 (STA) con-
cerned a tunnel construction for the part of the Mälarbanan railway situated in 
Central Sundbyberg (east to west). The agreement followed an almost decade-
long process to determine how, and where, to pursue a railway extension from 
two to four tracks in Greater Stockholm, to adapt railway traffic to the regional 
population increase. In the 2006 final report by STA, several viable options 

                               
607 Ulrica Andersson (2018, October 6), “Butikslokalerna i Signalfabriken töms – en efter en,” 
Mitt i Sundbyberg. Electronic access. 
608 In Swedish: Stadskärna 
609 Interview I-17-2 
610 In Swedish: Trafikverket (Formerely: Banverket) 
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for the extension were presented based on spatial, social, and economic ana-
lyzes. The report introduced the option of a new route further to the north that 
would later bend to the west and join Mälarbanan, an alternative called “Kista 
corridor.”611 The option with tracks underground in Central Sundbyberg was 
also one of the presented alternatives in the report. However, the ‘current net 
value quota’ determined by the estimated ‘national economic benefits’ (e.g. 
related to crowding, travelling time, revenue from ticket sales, and air pollu-
tion) minus the estimated ‘national economic facility costs’ was lower than 
the quota for keeping the rails on the surface. Grounded in STA’s parameters 
and estimations, then, this option was not justifiable as a tax-funded invest-
ment by a nation-state authority.612 

While STA’s final report left possibilities open for the municipality to in-
fluence the path ahead, it also re-confirmed a known threat to the municipality. 
The question of Mälarbanan’s extension in Greater Stockholm had been a 
topic of official municipal communication, as four tracks on the surface in 
densely built Central Sundbyberg would severely compromise nearby land 
and built environments. In the 2001 municipal comprehensive plan, it was de-
clared that the municipality intended not to reserve land for an extension to 
four tracks along the existing route.613 To this, The County Administrative 
Board, which safeguards nation-state interests and thus the interests of STA, 
replied that measures “should” be taken so that a potential surface-level ex-
tension can be pursued.614 Then, in the wake of STA’s 2006 report, the stakes 
became even higher. “The only option for the town is an extension in tunnels” 
declared the 2010 municipal comprehensive plan, emphasizing the municipal 
determination to produce a ‘renewal program’ for Central Sundbyberg’s cen-
tral districts without a surface railway.615 To even further emphasize the mu-
nicipal determination, the municipal council adopted an official ‘vision’ for 
Central Sundbyberg’s renewal the same year, produced by externally commis-
sioned architects. The 25-page document presumed a railway in tunnels in its 
spatial and architectural proposals, the aim being to legitimize urban revitali-
zation and reinvestments, “attract investors,” and support forthcoming plan-
ning work.616 It introduced representations of space that would be reiterated in 
official municipal communications the following years: Central Sundbyberg 

                               
611 The Swedish Transport Administration (2006), ”Mälarbanan Tomteboda – Kallhäll: Slut-
rapport av förstudie.” Ref. BRÖ 03-1324/SA20 
612 Ibid. p. 79 
613 Sundbybergs stad (2001), Sundbybergs Översiktsplan 2001, p. 21 
614 Länsstyrelsen i Stockholms Län (2000), Granskningsyttrande: Förslag till översiktsplan för 
Sundbybergs stad, Ref. 123/1999-212; 1922-00-27261. 
615 Sundbybergs stad (2013), Sundbybergs Översiktsplan 2010, Ref. KS-0464/2011 p. 73, 25 
616 Ibid. p. 3 
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is “two shards of a genuine town” that will be “healed” once the railway “bar-
rier” is in tunnels.617 “The urban core is a unique resource,” the vision proposed 
as the rationale for investments in planning and development. 618 

A municipal planner described the tense disagreement between the munic-
ipality and STA in this period as “David’s fight against Goliath.” 619 David, the 
municipality, invoked its planning monopoly for its territory and mobilized 
new planning discourses around the ‘new urban core.’ However, because Mä-
larbanan is officially defined as a ‘national interest,’ STA had legal support to 
pursue its operations both in the Railway Construction Act620 and in the Plan-
ning and Building Act.621 The Goliath, STA, distinctly marked that the munic-
ipal concern to renew Central Sundbyberg was second to the need for four 
tracks, and that physical structures hindering an extension would be torn 
down, I am told in an interview with a municipal planner. That is, STA made 
it clear that they would be “tearing down buildings and going surface level” if 
necessary, as part of their mandate.622  

The course of the negotiation essentially consisted of two stages, which a 
former chairperson of the municipal executive board described as “battles” to 
me in an interview. The first battle was to convince STA not to pursue the 
Kista corridor option, but to focus on Sundbyberg and the existing route. Ne-
gotiations in the first stage resulted in a 2010 agreement between the munici-
pal executive board and STA in the form of a ‘letter of intent’ to provide a 
framework for collaborations. This agreement sought to break polemic posi-
tions and come to a common understanding of how diverse interests can be 
aligned. The second battle, then, was to find common ground on which to ne-
gotiate the economic aspects of the tunnel option.623  

The municipal executive board then decided on an organizational solution 
that recent research has identified as a distinct feature of contemporary urban 
entrepreneurialism and public-private partnerships in Sweden: the creation of 
a municipal company in matters of urban development.624 The company was 
named Sundbybergs Stadshus Infrastruktur AB (henceforth IC, short for the 
Infrastructure Company). 

The company format that IC provided would serve the purposes of the mu-
nicipal executive board in two instances: one prior to the agreement with STA, 
                               
617 Sundbybergs stad (2010), Vision Sundbybergs Stadskärna 2020, pp. 8-9. The document is a 
result of a collaboration between a municipal architect and public official executive, and White 
Architects. 
618 Ibid. p. 3. Also: p. 6, 8 
619 Interview 1-17-14 
620 Sveriges Regering (1995), Infrastrukturdepartementet, ”Lag (1995: 1649) om byggande av 
järnväg” [Since recently: SFS 2019:894] 
621 For an overview, see: Swedish National Board of Housing, Building and Planning (2013), 
Riksintressen – Nationella Värden och Möjligheter 
622 Interview I-17-14 
623 Interview I-17-7 
624 Catharina Thörn & Håkan Thörn (2017), “Swedish cities now belong to the most segregated 
in Europe,” Sociologisk forskning. 54:4 
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and one after the agreement. At the point of establishment, the objective was 
simple: negotiate with STA and close a financial deal for a tunnel solution. To 
this end, renowned individuals, in the urban political economy of Greater 
Stockholm, were appointed to the company board to lead the negotiations on 
behalf of the municipality. These included a political representative of the 
Swedish parliament, the state secretary of the former minister of infrastruc-
ture, the city commissioner of urban development and real estate in Stockholm 
municipality, and the former head of STA, who also became the head of the 
company board. The crucial point, as cost was the major negative factor for a 
tunnel option, was to reach an agreement on how to co-finance the part of 
STA’s project that concerned Sundbyberg. In essence, this question concerned 
the size of the municipal economic investments to financially support STA so 
that the tunnel option would become a rational choice from a national eco-
nomic perspective. It also concerned the economic investment to arrange ur-
ban planning and development in co-governance with STA.625 

IC proved successful as a negotiator. In March 2013, the municipal council 
accepted the suggestion presented by the municipal executive board on “re-
lieving STA of 800 MSEK partly by ourselves carrying through and financing 
arrangements to an estimated cost of 350 MSEK, partly by paying 450 MSEK 
to STA” (a year the municipality had 1607.8 MSEK in total tax revenue626).627 
The 450 MSEK thus constituted an up-front payment to STA, and the 350 
MSEK were dedicated to cover planning and development costs in accordance 
with a timeframe, which stipulated that a railway plan and detailed develop-
ment plans must gain legal force by March 31, 2017. By this agreement, a 1.4 
km tunnel was planned for construction, and the municipality acquired a co-
hesive piece of land of 40,000 m2, as illustrated in figure 18. 

                               
625 The Swedish Transport Administration & Sundbybergs stad (2013), MEDFINANSIERINGS-
AVTAL – objekt Mälarbanan, Tomteboda – Barkarby, Ref. TRV 2912/35309, §4, p. 2 
626 Sundbybergs stad (2013), Årsredovisning 2013, p. 13 
627 Sundbybergs stad (2013), Protokoll Kommunfullmäktige [2013-03-25]: Medfinansierings-
avtal mellan Sundbybergs stad och Trafikverket om utbyggnad av Mälarbanan genom Sundby-
bergs centrum. Ref. KS-0135/2013; The Swedish Transport Administration (2014), Genomfö-
randeavtal för planprocesserna: Avseende Mälarbanans utbyggnad genom Sundbybergs stad. 
2014-02-25. Ref. TRV 2014/13662 
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Figure 18. The development area. Darker red (along the railway, northwest-southeast) 
includes land acquired as part of the tunnel solution. Lighter red includes the central 
districts that will be integrated into the renewal of Central Sundbyberg. Source: 
Sundbybergs stad, 2015.628  

Ultimately, as the final written agreement between both parts explicated, the 
achievement of the new urban core project 

is motivated by the great utility benefits generated in Sundbyberg through the 
possibility to build together the north and south parts of the town into a well-
functioning town with raised property values. Also STA sees benefits with a 
tunnel solution [but it] includes investment costs so great that the additional 
cost in its entirety cannot be justified from a national economic standpoint, 
with the calculation model used by STA. […] The co-financialization from 
Sundbyberg means that STA’s total costs concerning the object Tomteboda-
Barkaby are estimated to be reduced by 800 mnkr, that is, from 9,700 MSEK 
to 8,900 MSEK by price index 2012–4.629 

In this sense, the new urban core project constituted an initiated alliance be-
tween a nation-state authority and a municipality, although operating with rad-
ically different objectives and methods. The authority drew on models and 
calculations to estimate and evaluate the national economic parameters of dif-
ferent options for a railway extension. Contingent on that operation, the mu-
nicipality was seeking a development collaboration to initiate “a construction 
of place” as a means to enhance municipal territorial competitiveness.630 In 

                               
628 Sundbybergs stad (2015), Kommunkontoret, Projektrapport för Framtidsdialogen – Sund-
bybergs nya stadskärna. Ref. KS-0258/2015, p. 8.  
629 The Swedish Transport Administration & Sundbybergs stad (2013), MEDFINANSIERINGS-
AVTAL – objekt Mälarbanan, Tomteboda – Barkarby, Ref. TRV 2912/35309, §4, p. 2 
630 David Harvey (1989), “From Managerialism to Entrepreneurialism: The Transformation in 
Urban Governance in late Capitalism,” Geografiska Annaler. Series B, Human Geography, Vol. 
71, No. 1, p. 7 
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formal and informal interactions, the different character of these two objec-
tives is expressed as a clash of jurisdictions and interests pertaining to differ-
ent scale levels. By establishing IC, the municipality acquired the expertise 
and skills to negotiate the parameters of a different scientific discourse, and 
reached an economic equilibrium grounded on the estimated difference be-
tween construction of a surface vis-à-vis a tunnel extension.  

Thus, the ‘urban entrepreneurialism’ that in critical urban research is re-
peatedly highlighted as a distinctive feature of public actors’ contemporary 
management of urban development finds a confirming example here, adding 
to other recent examples in the Swedish context. As David Harvey noted when 
popularizing the notion of urban entrepreneurialism, successful alliances are 
“so delicate and difficult a task” that “the vision, tenacity or skill” of a single 
actor can set the “nature and direction” of such an achievement.631 In this epi-
sode, this insight primarily corresponded to an awareness of a lack of ‘skill,’ 
and the subsequent assignment of urban experts to the board of the municipal 
company generated a cohesive front to negotiate with STA. The company had 
no staffed personnel: the board was directly negotiating with STA. The offi-
cial vision produced in 2010 is an additional example of when the municipal-
ity turned to the market to buy architectural services, the goal being to mobi-
lize new discourses on ‘the new urban core’ as an investment target, for the 
municipality and, subsequently, for real estate developers. 

While the collaboration between STA and the municipality is typical in the 
sense that transport infrastructure projects – especially extensions of metros 
and regional rails – often serve as a catalyst for urban renewal alliances632, 
research has also shown that calculations and estimations of passenger traffic 
on urban rails are “consistently and significantly inflated.”633 Consequently, 
grand urban investments are often based on fundamental misconceptions. This 
is true also in the case under study. While STA has handled the significantly 
increased expenses of the Mälarbanan project634, the municipality has handled 
the increased expenses of the new urban core project. The latter project was 
‘front heavy’ (the popular phrase among my informants), meaning high initial 
costs due to an early payment to STA and estimated costs to cover planning 
and development, with raised property values and an economic return on in-
vestment being an unsettled question. 

                               
631 Ibid. p. 7 
632 Aspa Gospodini (2005), “Urban Development, Redevelopment and Regeneration Encour-
aged by Transport Infrastructure Projects: The Case Study of 12 European Cities,” European 
Planning Studies, Vol 13. In central Stockholm, “new traffic demands” were in the post-war 
decades a leading feature of an unparalleled urban renewal project in the Swedish context. See: 
Mats Franzén (2002), “A Weird Politics of Place: Sergels Torg, Stockholm (Round One),” Ur-
ban Studies, Vol. 39, No. 7 
633 Bent Flyvbjerg et al. (2003), Megaprojects and Risk: An Anatomy of Ambition, p. 31 
634 Anders Sundström (2017, February 6), “Mälarbanan blir dyrare och försenas,” Dagens Ny-
heter. Electronic access. 
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Under such conditions, the establishment of a municipal company sup-
ported the neoliberal localization of institutional infrastructures and relays that 
would be utilized to manage the project in accordance with certain challenges 
and parameters, especially those of an economic nature. The same develop-
ment company – again – became an organizational solution for the municipal 
executive board to manage development challenges and obstacles, yet in a new 
guise. In due time, IC did not merely consist of the commissioned urban ex-
perts who constituted its operative board. The institutional format itself also 
held potentials for political leaders to manage and control the new urban core 
project in creative, yet contradictory, ways, as will be shown in the remainder 
of this chapter. 

9.3 Phase one: Undermining public planning to manifest 
space’s commodity value 
This and the next section (9.4) explain the political and administrative pro-
cesses leading to the ‘revival’ of IC, following the municipal agreement with 
STA. These sections have a specific focus on public planning as one of several 
municipal sectors of practice and expertise in the development arrangements 
of the project. By analyzing associated processes from the perspective of a 
specific municipal sector with its own tools, language, and objectives, they 
explain how a partially incomplete neoliberal localization affects and incor-
porates planning practice and its various functions (see the theory chapter, 
section 4.1.1.1). The sections especially focus on how municipal planning is 
conditioned by practices of the municipal executive board and affected by 
business experts’ and market actors’ pursuit of a development arrangement 
based on certain economic rationalities.635  

The main argument in this first section is that public planning practice was 
undermined in the project in the phase following the agreement with STA 
(summer 2014–spring 2015). Planning was essentially overruled by a system-
atically, yet hardly strategically, pursued objective of the municipal executive 
board and public official executives. This related to the re-representation and 
advertisement of the development area (the central parts of Central 
Sundbyberg) as a highly lucrative urban space, before market actors had been 
introduced for their investments and potential co-governance partnerships (the 
next section deals with such topics). For a municipal planner central to these 
events, this phase was perceived as a process meant to “buzz the project” (a 
word he took from a municipal executive) and “[…] to raise the market value. 

                               
635 With this focus, the sections make substantial use of transcripts of interviews with planners 
who were engaged in the project, combined with transcripts of interviews with other informants 
(public officials and politicians) as well as official and unofficial documents, to account for the 
intersections and tensions between municipal stakeholders with different agendas. 
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Do the gentrification process.”636 Thus, while previous chapters on Stora 
Ursvik and Hallonbergen have shown how planning practice is an object of 
neoliberalism in urban development – meaning it helped to facilitate and co-
ordinate measures for urban development and growth in these areas – a main 
conclusion of this chapter is that planning largely was subjected to a neolib-
eral-infused political strategy. As such, the scope, tools, and objectives of 
planning have been undermined and altered. 

What essentially was undermined and altered was planning’s project-de-
velopmental function in the project, meaning the coordinating and managerial 
arrangements used to handle a technically very complex project in collabora-
tion with STA, and to do so under a given timeframe. Sundbyberg’s railway 
station is regionally important as a site for public transportation. The tunnels 
are to handle hazardous cargo. The administrative and institutional capacities, 
competences, and relations in the municipality were, at the outset, far from 
sufficient to handle and collaborate on a railway re-construction project in a 
highly urbanized area. In this context, a small project organization of essen-
tially two individuals – a municipal planning architect, and a mid-level exec-
utive who was closely aligned with the municipal executive board – was es-
tablished in August 2014. From a planning point of view, the immediate con-
cern was to manage the risks and complexities associated with the project, 
concerning for example environmental consequences, noise pollution, effects 
on local trade and retail, and other topics. Other issues concerned budget and 
timeframes, economical and property-legal aspects, collaborative relations 
(besides STA, especially The County Board, Solna municipality, and real es-
tate owners in proximity of the railway needed to be approached), and main-
taining publicly functional spaces in the area.637 The process of producing one 
key planning output – a ‘planning program’ – was intended to channel enquir-
ies concerning such issues.  

When the planning program was made official in the spring of 2016, many 
of the essential enquiries that could have supported the planning’s project-
developmental function in the project had not been conducted. Instead, the 
program focused on expressing general ideas for land use arrangements.638 In 
fact, the first year of municipal management of the project contributed very 
little to the program, partly due to an array of administrative constraints. The 
appointed planning architect tried, to the best of his ability, to handle devel-
opmental issues and establish necessary relationships. However, as a great 
number of unofficial project outputs produced in this period reveal (provided 
by informants, these include meeting minutes, power point presentations, and 
other types of unclassified administrative outputs), he received little response 

                               
636 Interview 17-14 
637 Interviews 17-14, 17-13 
638 Sundbyberg stad (2015), ”Planprogram för Sundbybergs nya stadskärna.” Samrådsförslag, 
Ref. KS-0060/2015 
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and support from the municipal politicians and executives. The planning ar-
chitect’s status as an ‘administrator’ of the municipal planning and building 
administration prevented him from attending necessary political forums, such 
as the executive board’s committee of spatial development, and from formally 
representing the project or the municipality when meeting with private land 
and property owners. In contrast to other municipal development projects, the 
new urban core project was administratively located directly under the munic-
ipal executive board. Nonetheless, the key administrative individual for the 
planning program was held at arm’s length from stakeholders and gatekeepers 
that could assist in managing the project.639 Although the planning architect 
sought support from external consultancy to work with the planning program, 
he was hindered by a lack administrative capacities and support from superiors 
in the municipal hierarchy. Thus, in a project status report written by the plan-
ning architect almost a year after he was engaged in the project, he concluded 
that four essential features were missing from the project. These included in-
ternal and external resources (to manage the various technical and physical 
complexities), a budget and mandate (to purchase enquiries), an established 
process and objective for his work, and a timeframe.640   

The project’s political and symbolic importance for political leaders, and 
their consolidation of power around it, was reflected in three events, which 
were initiated at the cost of the planning architect’s attempts to handle the 
project-developmental function of the project. These events were one work-
shop with professional experts in urban development, one international study 
trip, and one participatory competition workshop for youths, which derived 
from political dissatisfaction with a participatory dialogue that was imple-
mented just a few months earlier. The political strategy was not to involve 
market actors in this early phase as a means to ensure a safe and quick eco-
nomic return on municipal investments. Instead, it was to advertise ‘the new 
urban core’ as a highly attractive spatial asset for urban development, to col-
lect spatial and architectural input from external actors and participants, and 
to construct an account of having dialogued with local inhabitants. However, 
this strategy was not without substantial contradictions, as signified by the 
lack of actual institutional capacities to incorporate inputs and ideas into the 
project. Indeed, in retrospect, the contribution of these events to the new urban 
core project was minimal, the reasons for which now will be presented. 

The workshop, named Parallel Idea Assignment, displayed a political in-
clination toward highlighting the commodity value and architectural poten-
tials of the new urban core as a spatial and urban asset that, in turn, holds a 
great potential as a financial asset. It included invited architectural teams (two 
especially credible ones from Copenhagen, Denmark), artists, a fashion and a 

                               
639 Interviews 17-14, 17-13, I-17-4 
640 Sundbybergs stad (2015-05-12, unclassified document), “Lägesrapport och projektbehov i 
C Sundbyberg (planprogrammet)”; Interviews I-17-13, I-17-14 
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lighting designer, communicators, a ‘trend spotter,’ and urban planners. How-
ever, the architect who managed the new urban core project in its subsequent, 
second phase described the workshop’s outcome as “not good enough. […] it 
was lousy I would say, [or] too dense and too advanced” to realistically be 
implemented in planning.641 As illustrated by another informant in the follow-
ing account, the workshop was arranged with no actual guidelines for archi-
tectural and development inputs, nor methods to incorporate the outcomes into 
institutional planning and development. 

And then we have the invited [experts]. It’s a start-up meeting. The municipal 
chief executive is there, the head of the executive board is there. It’s pomp and 
splendor… and the teams are sitting there like questions marks: ‘What do you 
want? What do you want us to do?’ […] They come for a sum of money, eve-
ryone got money for this. And then they are told: “Go nuts! Think life between 
buildings, think cities!” And they were like: “Okay, you mean totally free?” 
“Yes, totally free!” So you’re investing 400,000 SEK [approximately 1.6 
MSEK in the total budget, my note] in all these people, respectively, and 
they’re going home to their offices with: “Sundbyberg Go Nuts!” And then 
they went nuts. How did we handle this material? It was unusable.642 

As reflected in this quote, the workshop assignment was primarily a municipal 
investment with the purpose of highlighting the development area as attractive 
urban space for a number of credible experts and visionaries. With similar 
intentions and under similar conceptions, a study trip to Manhattan, New York 
City, to meet with city officials and other experts to investigate what makes 
“a city attractive and drives its development” was arranged soon after.643 
“Sundbyberg’s ambition and innovation force resembles New York’s,” 
claimed the travel program that guided politicians of the executive board, the 
municipal chief executive – and the planning architect, who was assigned to 
arrange the trip instead of focusing on other planning tasks. The program’s 
destinations included Bryant Park, as it exemplified a deteriorated site that had 
been successfully upgraded and revitalized through a public-private collabo-
rate model (Business Improvement District), with raised property values and 
no vacant commercial properties as effects. Williamsburg, Brooklyn, was 
marked by the program as a destination that could help in understanding the 
positive and negative effects of gentrification.644 Thus, the trip was arranged 
with the conviction that the mechanisms of urban transformation and growth 

                               
641 Interview I-17-1 
642 Interview I-17-14 
643 Sundbybergs stad (2015-02-05, unclassified document), “STUDIERESA NEW YORK” 
644 The trip also included the opportunity for municipal representatives to present the contem-
porary urban growth of Sundbyberg to city officials in New York City. In an unclassified 
presentation (dated 150206) entitled “The City of Sundbyberg,” the contemporary growth of 
Sundbyberg is exemplified in demographic numbers, news media headlines (“Hotter than 
Times Square,” with reference to Signalfabriken), quotes highlighting political unity and ad-
ministrative solutions, and the development opportunity of the new urban core project. 
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in New York City were applicable to a municipal town, of circa 13,000 inhab-
itants, north-west of inner city Stockholm. However, to my knowledge, only 
one municipal representative of those going on the trip remained engaged in 
the project the following years. Moreover, the trip was not addressed in sub-
sequent planning outputs, which probably explains why the knowledge gath-
ered likely contributed much less to the project than initially expected, if such 
expectations ever existed.  

In tandem with events involving urban experts and strategists of different 
sorts, the political strategy to re-represent and advertise ‘the new urban core’ 
was also reflected in the contradictory handling of a participatory workshop 
competition arranged for civilians, called Ung C Sundbyberg. This event al-
lowed the municipality to more broadly advertise the new urban core, e.g. in 
social media, local newspapers and branch magazines645, and at public events 
(the winner was declared by the chairperson of the municipal executive board 
at the popular national day celebrations in Sundbyberg). 

Ung C Sundbyberg followed a participatory dialogue for civilians – The 
Future Dialogue – arranged by an external consultancy commissioned in early 
2014 (just prior this first phase of project management). In this dialogue, circa 
600 citizens partook in meetings on different topics to express their opinions 
on forthcoming development and land use arrangements, and to communicate 
with municipal representatives and invited experts.646 This early dialogue 
amounted to an official report presenting 12 conclusions to be adhered to in 
subsequent planning.647 However, in practice, municipal politicians and exec-
utives (not including planners, to my knowledge) did not conceive of the dia-
logue outcomes as legitimate for guiding forthcoming development, because 
too many senior participants generated overly spatially and architecturally 
conservative content.648  

Ung C Sundbyberg was thus the political response to the perceived illegit-
imacy of this early dialogue, and was explicitly aimed at young people (age 
16–26). To attract the desired clientele in a second round of civil participation, 
the workshop took place not only in Sundbyberg, but also in in Kreuzberg 
(Berlin) and Haymarket (London), as these places could serve as attractive 
models on the basis of which participants could construct their visions and 
models of the development area. However, three contradictory events fol-
lowed chronologically in accordance with the political management of the 
workshop. First, as my informant explained to me in an interview, the “flashy 
                               
645 See for example: Nicklas Tollesson (2015, March 26), “Unga Berlinare och Londonbor ska 
skissa på Sundbybergs nya stadskärna,” Fastighetssverige. Electronic access.; Pauline Ceder-
blad (2015, March 21), “Unga i tävling om Sundbybergs nya utseende,” Mitt i Stockholm. 
Electronic access. 
646 Sundbybergs stad (2014), “Projekrapport för framtidsdialogen – Sundbybergs nya stads-
kärna,” Ref. KS-0258/2014. For example, meeting topics included ‘the soul of the town,’ ‘live 
and reside in C. Sundbyberg,’ and ‘commercial development and trade.’ 
647 Ibid. 
648 Interview I-17-4 
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and academic” profile of the competition foremost attracted “architect kids” 
rather than the actual youth of Sundbyberg. Second, as a political response to 
this outcome, “suburb kids” were deemed necessary to “to wash the project” 
(again, my informant’s words), which amounted to a group of Rissne youths 
– who were involved in a municipal project for social activities in their area – 
becoming engaged in the workshop. Third, the group was provided architec-
tural expertise by the municipality and ultimately won the competition with 
their visionary model.649 Although another competition entry won the popular 
vote, the municipal jury – including political representatives of the executive 
board and the municipal chief executive – had the final say and, ultimately, 
voted for its own entry.  

Because of legislative demands on the municipality to collect input and 
opinions from other public, civil, and private actors in the consultation process 
of the forthcoming planning program, the status of these events was an open 
question to begin with. The incorporation of their outcomes was fundamen-
tally dependent on the municipality’s good intentions. In essence, none of the 
outcomes of any participatory event during this period was incorporated into 
institutional planning in a meaningful way. The document that subsequently 
addressed The Future Dialogue and Ung C Sundbyberg summarized both their 
outcomes in a few paragraphs.650 Participants in all three participatory events 
expressed disappointment that the events were not followed up in any mean-
ingful way.651 In retrospect, municipal officials recognized that the neglect of 
the outcomes of especially The Future Dialogue “came back like a rubber club 
to the back of our heads”652 in the form of local inhabitants’ organized contes-
tation of planning proposals during subsequent years (chapter 10 follows this 
trail).  

In summary, then, two main features altered and constrained the tools and 
objectives of planning practice in this first phase of the new urban core project. 
The first was the institutional and administrative landscape the planning ar-
chitect navigated, which denied him access to the forums and resources 
needed to sustain planning’s project-developmental function, including tech-
nical enquiries and a mandate to proceed external relations. The second feature 
was the political inclination toward emphasizing the commodity value and ar-
chitectural potentials of the development area, with the railway in tunnels un-

                               
649 Interview I-17-13 
650 Sundbybergs stad (2018), Stadsledningskontoret, “Sammanfattning tidiga dialoger gällande 
Sundbybergs nya stadskärna,” Ref. KS-0060/2015 
651 The architect firms partaking in the expert workshop wished for further objectives regarding 
their conducted work (Interview I-17-4). The Ung C Sundbyberg winners experienced a lack 
of respect and response from the municipality following the competition (Mattis Fröjd [2017, 
February 14], “Reportage: ‘Det här kan bli någonting stort’,” Fastighetsnytt. Electronic access. 
Citizens partaking in the Future Dialogue perceived their opinions as neglected (Interviews P-
17-1, I-17-4). 
652 Interview I-17-4 
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derground. This inclination specifically displayed the conviction among polit-
ical leaders and executives that the urban form of the development area per-
tained to a global category of urbanity, which was why architectural input and 
development proposals could be sourced from major global metropolitan ar-
eas, and from those that do not necessarily have any prior connection to or 
knowledge about Sundbyberg. 

In appearance, the events described here concern the question of space’s 
use value, meaning the positive qualities a space may have as an everyday 
lived and appropriated entity. This refers to the collection of ideas and opin-
ions, from both professionals and civilians, that may inform project stakehold-
ers and guide decisions on land use arrangements in subsequent planning, 
which is the theoretical objective of planning participation. In practice, how-
ever, they effectively concern the exchange value of space, meaning the eco-
nomic market value of space that may be boosted if the new urban core pro-
ject, including its associated development area, gains wide recognition and is 
later exploited through the sales of land and building rights. The events fore-
most functioned as advertisements and manifestations of Central Sundbyberg 
in various forums, with different participants and audiences.  

Aside from the question of whether they are justifiable as tax-funded in-
vestments, the events are arguably uncontroversial as methods to collect input 
on such a great and complex project, handled by a relatively small municipal-
ity with restricted administrative capacities. Their contradictory nature relates 
to the lack of intentions and institutional infrastructures to incorporate their 
outcomes into planning and development. It furthermore relates to the half-
hearted attempt to simultaneously have an ongoing planning process that han-
dles ‘the new urban core’ not as a commodifiable spatial object, but as a co-
governed spatial project with inherent technical complexities. The next sec-
tion explains how an institutional fix of the new urban core project is imposed 
just as the project is about to implode due to a contradictory relationship be-
tween political-executive governance and public planning. 

9.4 Phase two: The establishment of an institutional fix 
to manage the new urban core project 
This section focuses on the chronological phase that followed the events pre-
sented in the previous section. In this second phase (spring 2015–spring 2016), 
the municipality revived IC in order to proceed with development practices 
and produce the planning program. As I showed in section 9.2, IC initially 
consisted of a board of externally assigned urban experts who aided the mu-
nicipality in establishing economic conditions for an agreement with STA dur-
ing the company’s first period of operation (prior to 2014). In this second 
phase of municipal project management following the agreement with STA, 
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IC become operational with a company board that mirrored the municipal ex-
ecutive board, and with municipally internal and external professionals.  

This revival had two key features that define the neoliberal hybridity of the 
new urban core project’s new institutional fix. First, it enforced new chal-
lenges and threats to the sector of public planning: it both confirmed the ne-
glect of previous planning efforts and outcomes, and detached development 
operations from municipal administrative structures. Second, it effectively led 
to keeping the project under municipal control, because it confirmed that busi-
ness-led, public-private partnerships would not be established and that public 
land generated by reconstruction would not be sold early to economically 
compensate for the front-heavy investment the deal with STA constituted.  

The revival of IC was a sudden affair. The planning architect was in the 
midst of a project meeting when a municipal executive burst in to adjourn it, 
and provide the information that the project soon will be managed through a 
municipal development company.653 Then, by a municipal council decision654 
in June 15 following the proposal of the municipal executive board655, IC was 
developed into a “spatial development company.” In its first period of opera-
tion, IC’s objective was to by “administrative means seek to realize a railway 
in tunnels”656 and uphold a relationship with STA specifically.657 In this period, 
the municipal company was transformed into a planning and development op-
erative body with objectives and resources typically found within municipal 
administrative structures, and with full operative control of the project through 
the company board of political leaders. 

                               
653 The interview quote in full: “And then I’m at this meeting… I prepared a workshop for the 
developer group the day after. At 1pm I have a meeting with the county’s public transport ad-
ministration [and STA]. With decision-making, important people for the project. It’s around 10 
am and we’re sitting in this room and having a check-off meeting. In bursts [an executive] and 
says: ‘Drop the pen! We are doing nothing more from now on! Don’t give a shit about this! 
[…] Nobody else has a mandate in this room, I’m in charge and this will be final tomorrow. 
Municipal council is tomorrow, and the project will then be lifted over to a newly established 
company, with the same board as the municipal executive board.’ So that they get direct access, 
you know. We are not going to do anything, we are being cut off from the administration. The 
project is not even going to talk to the municipality, but will buy all expertise downtown. It was 
a very odd meeting, very dramatic. […] And at the same time House of Cards was on TV… 
this was worse than House of Cards [laughter].” (Interview I-17-14) 
654 Sundbybergs stad (2015), Kommunfullmäktige, “Organisation för genomförande av explo-
atering i samband med att järnvägen förläggs i tunnel genom centrala Sundbyberg,” Ref. KS-
0282/2015, § 282  
655 Sundbybergs stad (2015), Kommunstyrelsen, “Organisation för genomförande av exploate-
ring i samband med att järnvägen förläggs i tunnel genom centrala Sundbyberg,” Ref. KS-
0282/2015, § 162 
656 Sundbybergs stad (2014), ”Bolagsordning för Sundbyberg Infrastruktur AB,” Ref. KS-
0359/2014 
657 Sundbybergs stad (2014), Kommunfullmäktige, ”Planuppdrag för järnvägsområdet i cen-
trala Sundbyberg, fastigheten Sundbyberg 2:11, och angränsande områden som kan beröras av 
nödvändiga förändringar av stadskärnan till följd av nedgrävningen av järnvägen samt uppdrag 
om att utveckla stadskärnevisionen,” Ref. KS-0258/2014 
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The 2015 revival of IC is in line with the contemporary tendency for Swe-
dish city region municipalities to establish municipal companies to handle spe-
cific instances of urban development. Indeed, municipal representatives in 
Sundbyberg researched inspirational examples in Stockholm and Gothenburg 
prior to the revival.658 Political leaders, as well as public officials and external 
consultancy with economic and business expertise, conceived of a benefit of 
the company format: administrative effectiveness and economic monitoring. 
The company could be steered directly through municipal owners’ directives 
by the municipal executive board, which was mirrored in the company board. 
It allowed political leaders to bypass the first instance of political committees 
(where errands are typically handled and prepared)659, and easily be staffed 
and divested for the project specifically.660 IC was a means for political leaders 
to monitor first-hand the project before it was ultimately pushed into linear, 
conventional municipal structures and its outcomes, such as planning pro-
posals, were confirmed by the executive board and, finally, the municipal 
council. It served as a separate administration that could be governed more 
corporation-like.661  

Moreover, it played a role as a tax management strategy, following sugges-
tions from the external consultancy commissioned by the municipality.662 It 
was argued that monetary funds could be consolidated for the project specifi-
cally through IC’s revival, allowing political leaders to see to it that it could 
not be proved that municipal tax funds financed the investment: an issue that 
would become politically sensitive.663 

The company was staffed with personnel who worked part-time on the pro-
ject. A business expert consultant was assigned as the company CEO and fo-
cused on the economic and financial aspects. A municipal planner and other 
public officials with different expertise were appointed. Most importantly, 
however, an architect from a Stockholm-based architectural firm, who had no 
prior obligations in the project, was appointed as a project leader. The plan-
ning program produced by IC in early 2016 was, in essence, a product of the 
project leader and his architectural and development methods. These methods, 

                               
658 Catharina Thörn & Håkan Thörn (2017), “Swedish cities now belong to the most segregated 
in Europe,” Sociologisk forskning. 54:4; Mats Franzén et. Al (2016), Stad till salu. Entrepre-
nörsurbanismen och det offentliga rummets värde 
659 Interview 14-4 
660 Interview 17-2 
661 Interview 17-2 
662 PricewaterhouseCoopers AB (2015), ”Sundbybergs stad. Skattemässiga aspekter av explo-
atering,” Ref. KS-0282/2015; Hans Pettersons Fastighetsråd (2014), “PM till grund för Sund-
bybergs stads överväganden för organisation för genomförande av exploatering i samband med 
att järnvägen förläggs i tunnel genom centrala Sundbyberg,” Ref. KS-0282/2015 
663 Interviews I-17-1, I-17-4 
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as two informants independently informed me, had a greater focus on individ-
ual spatial components than on managing the project as a municipal develop-
ment project.664 

Indeed, from the perspective of municipal planners, this institutional fix 
represented a loss of public and democratic accountability. In a written mes-
sage sent to colleagues, one municipal planner raised the juridical question of 
whether exercises of public authority (as in detailed development and regula-
tory planning) are to be conducted outside legitimate institutional infrastruc-
tures. In the same message, he declared IC “an experimental and probably not 
completely legal form within which to pursue the planning process.”665 In an 
interview, another planner concluded that the company format was not a pre-
condition for the municipal executive board to closely monitoring the project’s 
economy. The planner recognized that this could be achieved by maintaining 
development in conventional and linear institutional infrastructures.666 For yet 
another planner, the institutional channelling of planning in a municipal com-
pany was ideologically opposed to his values of ‘town planning,’ a perspective 
he adopted based on the important societal and infrastructural functions in 
Central Sundbyberg. ‘The public commons’ risked not being secured for the 
future, he acknowledged in an interview.667  

Thus, from this planning perspective, the development company format 
had few, if any, upsides as an institutional fix for development arrangements. 
On the contrary, it brought forward several uncertainties and challenges. On 
the hand pertaining to its project-developmental function: how to operate and 
cooperate with an external manager in a company format grounded in political 
and economic concerns. One the other hand pertaining to its regulatory func-
tion: how to ensure that decisions on land use arrangements are well grounded 
and support long-term urban and public functions and infrastructures. Opera-
tively, it resulted in a praxis of political interventions in development discus-
sions and decisions. As perceived by planners and public officials with differ-
ent expertise, politicians essentially acted as public officials when they in-
volved themselves in work that would later be confirmed by themselves in 
conventional decision-making forums. The project manager also effectively 
detached project management, which made it difficult for the development 
company’s assigned municipal planner to contribute to the planning pro-
gram.668 

Thus, the political involvement in the project grew stronger with IC’s re-
vival. In the opinion of professional public officials, the line between political 

                               
664 Interviews I-17-1, I-17-4 
665 Intra-municipal email correspondence. Title of email: “VB: Återkoppling om stadskärnepro-
jektet,” dated 22 Mars 2016, 16:58:49 
666 Interview I-17-4 
667 Interview I-17-14 
668 Interview I-17-4 
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practice and professional practice and sectors had been trespassed.669 Simulta-
neously, the private project manager, who lacked experience working in mu-
nicipal environments and cultures, now continued to direct the focus away 
from planning concerns. The revival, thereby, effectively confirmed the rejec-
tion of the planning architect’s previous attempts and measures to manage the 
project, as the new project manager lifted the project out of the municipality 
and steered the focus away from technical and regulatory issues in planning.670 

The revival of IC nevertheless confirmed that the municipality had estab-
lished one type of public-private partnership, and not others. The stated objec-
tive was to “expand to include the production of detailed development plans 
up to the point of official decisions of public authority in accordance with the 
Planning and Building Act”671, and the revival established an institutional fix 
that closed doors to other development arrangements. Thus, although the re-
vival to a significant degree constituted a defeat for the accountable public 
planning that relied on conventional municipal institutional infrastructures, it 
also closed doors to certain other solutions. Not least, these related to manag-
ing the project in accordance with economic concerns grounded in the ‘front-
heavy’ investment generated by the agreement between the municipality and 
STA. The revival, ultimately, consolidated municipal control – i.e., the control 
exercised by the political leaders of the executive board – of the project at a 
point when it could have taken a different course. 

One aspect of this observation is that the revival denied business and mar-
ket actors entrance to the project beyond the private architect, who was com-
missioned for his professional expertise. In early 2015, in the aftermath of the 
municipality’s promotional events described in the previous section, major 
real estate developers started to send the municipality development sugges-
tions (called ‘idea programs’), in which they presented planning and architec-
tural solutions for the development area, and suggested public-private partner-
ships for its co-development. Development suggestions generally proposed a 
heavy urban densification on the surface generated by a railway in tunnels. 
Moreover, even after the revival of IC, developers continued to request meet-
ings and development agreements, which, later in the process, can result in 
land allocation agreements for real estate and housing.672  

The planning architect of the project perceived the incoming idea programs 
and co-development proposals as viable threats to planning, because the solu-

                               
669 Interview I-17-4 
670 Several informants independently confirmed the project manager’s influence. (Interviews I-
18-3, I-18-4, I-17-4). 
671 Sundbybergs stad (2015), Kommunstyrelsen, “Organisation för genomförande av exploate-
ring i samband med att järnvägen förläggs i tunnel genom centrala Sundbyberg,” Ref. KS-
0282/2015, § 162 
672 Interviews I-17-13, I-17-14. Developers that sent idea programs to the municipality included 
AMF (dated 150330), AMF and Rikshem (dated 150218), HSB (dated 150703), Vasakronan 
(dated 150309 & 160301), and Atrium Ljungberg (undated). 
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tion to sell building rights at an early stage was advocated by municipal busi-
ness professionals in this period. To manage an undesirable situation, he ini-
tiated a “coup” (the term he used in an interview) during a project steering 
group meeting in April 2015. In doing this, he combined arguments grounded 
in both economic and planning rationales to convince municipal stakeholders 
to keep the project under municipal control. For example, he suggested that 
additional planning items (such as a ‘structure plan’) could contribute to a land 
value increase in the longer perspective by declaring land use intentions. He 
moreover suggested that a Business Improvement District model involving 
real estate developers could be established under municipal control, and that 
reversible land uses in the development area during reconstruction could have 
economic benefits for the municipality. Figure 19 illustrates how the planning 
architect illustrated the ‘choice of path’ for municipal stakeholders in a period 
where private developers requested collaborations; two years after the co-gov-
ernance agreement with STA, but prior the revival of IC. 

 
Choice of path… 

1 2 

The municipality owns land and devel-
ops plans and ideas with a holistic view-
point and collaborations 

The municipality sells land to real estate 
companies/developers, which develop 
plans 

Building rights are sold as refined prod-
ucts 

The municipality works with develop-
ment proposals within the framework of 
the planning monopoly – but does not 
have the holistic viewpoint 

The municipality has the initiative  The municipality gets paid early in the 
process 

The municipality is paid more The real estate company has the initia-
tive 

Payment comes later in the process  

Figure 19. Reconstruction of a visual presentation at steering group meeting for the 
new urban core project, dated 2015-04-20.673  

The choice-of-path question was directly connected to the question of the tim-
ing of land allocation contracts and the disposition of new public assets gen-
erated by redevelopment. In recent research, the management of turn-over 
time on urban investments has been identified as a central concern for munic-
ipalities (as well as other public or state actors in the urban context), as the 
quick release of land and building rights is a possible tool for distributing eco-
nomic risks over several actors. Effects on planning associated with such in-
terventions include that land use is managed on a plot rather than area level, 

                               
673 Sundbybergs stad (2015-04-20, unclassified document). Title: ”C Sundbyberg. Värdeskap-
ande utveckling av centrala Sundbyberg i samband med att järnvägen läggs ner i tunnel. Styr-
gruppsmöte 2015-04-20” 
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resulting in a more fragmented and distributed, and less comprehensive, plan-
ning approach.674  

A second aspect of the political consolidation of control in the project was 
therefore that land use arrangements remained an area-level concern, because 
a land value increase was estimated during the project’s long course of oper-
ation. This position denied market actors the entrance point to the project they 
wished for in spring 2015 and onwards. As briefly noted earlier, the politically 
sensitive question that arose was whether the project would break even eco-
nomically (the popular phrase being whether the project would ‘carry its own 
weight’). Rather than the timing of economic return itself, the concern was 
whether incomes generated by the sales of land and building rights would fully 
compensate for the municipality’s associated costs. The objective was to max-
imize income through developers’ bidding for building rights further along in 
the process.675  

Guided by estimations from external consultancy, the ‘additional values’ 
created by the project became the means for economic equilibrium, that is, 
cost neutrality.676 Translated to technical jargon, this became a question of the 
degree of produced ‘light gross floor area’ – accounting for all but certain 
technical areas in buildings – that would enable the sales of land and building 
rights. IC worked with the planning program with a development benchmark 
of 250,000 square meters light gross floor area in the development area. As I 
was told in an interview with an IC representative, the principle was to have 
as much “footprint” as possible, that is, “area covered by buildings [so that] 
the average height could be kept at a reasonable [level],” and to differentiate 
the height of buildings depending on the location. The development bench-
mark was requested by IC’s project manager as a condition for accepting the 
role as project manager in the first place, the aim being to ensure that the final 
plan would be valid and not replaced by a plan proposing even heavier built 
and densified development area.677 

Correspondingly, it also became a question of intended land use activities, 
as housing (not commercial locales or offices) was the land use category that 
had the highest market value by far. The surface above a tunnel construction 
cannot support heavier buildings, which is why only a few sites in the devel-
opment area could be built with heavier material structures. Moreover, con-
trary to Hallonbergen and a few other municipal areas, the municipality owns 
relatively little land and buildings in Central Sundbyberg. In an interview with 
a municipal planner, he described how the municipality “only has two build-

                               
674 Federico Savini (2016), “Planning, uncertainty and risk: The neoliberal logics of Amsterdam 
urbanism,” Environment and Planning A, 0(0) 1-19 
675 Interview I-17-7 
676 Sundbybergs stad (2017), Kommunstyrelsen, “Samrådsredogörelse och ställningstagande 
inför fortsatt arbete med planprogram,” Ref. KS-0060/2015 
677 Interview I-17-1 
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ing rights” on municipally owned land that could generate substantial finan-
cial returns on the 800 million SEK municipal investment, one being the town 
square.678  

Ultimately, what created the conditions for a potential economic equilib-
rium was an additional agreement in 2017 with STA to extend the tunnel con-
struction further west in the development area at an additional municipal cost 
of 321 MSEK, thus allowing housing estates to be built on former industrial 
land.679 “We are selling the west end in 2029. And that can save the whole 
project. […] Right now, the calculation shows 300 million in the red,” a mid-
level municipal executive confirmed to me in an interview in 2018, with ref-
erence to an estimated price of 19,000 SEK per square meter.680  

The municipality, however, implemented one measure to economically bal-
ance the project in the shorter term, which targeted existing real estate owners 
in the development area. In late 2015, guidelines were established that forced 
those real estate owners whose buildings were estimated to increase in value, 
or who initiated development projects as a direct consequence of the new ur-
ban core-project, to co-finance the municipality’s overarching development 
costs. A taxation table was established with costs explicated for different types 
of building rights (tenant-owned apartment buildings, rental housing, or of-
fices). An annual discount system was also established, with economic upsides 
for real estate owners to make early agreements with the municipality.681 How-
ever, because the taxation table was grounded in a potentially arbitrary recog-
nition of the jurisdiction and operative space given Swedish municipalities by 
the Swedish Local Government Act682, one affected real estate owner filed an 
appeal in a court of law.683  

Parallel to such polemic practices targeting current real estate owners in 
Central Sundbyberg, municipal political leaders also continued – from the pro-
ject’s first phase – their operation to manifest the commodity value of the new 
urban core. In early 2016, seven municipal representatives (a number so high 
it evoked a bit of a public media controversy due to the associated costs of 
around 170,000 SEK) flew to the annual real estate and property conference 

                               
678 Interview I-17-5  
679 Sundbybergs Stadshus AB (2017, December 6), ”Klart med mer stadsbebyggelse och längre 
tunnel.” Electronic access. 
680 Interview I-18-4 
681 Sundbybergs stad (2015), Kommunstyrelsen, Stadsledningskontoret, “Riktlinjer för exploa-
törers och fastighetsägarnas medfinansiering av stadskärnans förnyelse med anledning av ned-
grävningen i Sundbyberg,” Ref. KS-0703/2015; Sundbybergs stad (2015), Kommunfullmäk-
tige, Protokoll, ”Riktlinjer för exploatörers och fastighetsägarnas medfinansiering av stadskär-
nans förnyelse med anledning av nedgrävningen i Sundbyberg,” Ref. KS-0703/2015 § 5.  
682 Sveriges Regering (2017), Finansdepartementet, ”Kommunallag (SFS 2017:725)” 
683 The appeal was later withdrawn. See: Förvaltningsrätten i Stockholm (2016, March 7), 
Underrättelse, “Skandia Fastigheter Storstockolm AB ./. Sundbybergs stad angående laglighets-
prövning enligt kommunallagen,” Mål nr. 3968-16, Avdelning 33; Förvaltningsrätten i Stock-
holm (2016, May 13), BESLUT, Avdelning 33, Mål nr 3968-16 
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in Cannes, France, with the explicit aim of promoting the development to Swe-
dish and international investors.684 In this sense, the new urban core project 
entailed both legal demands for economic compensation from real estate com-
panies and, in parallel, continued efforts to ‘buzz’ the project for potential real 
estate developer investors. The maintenance of full political control of the pro-
ject thereby resulted in several tools and measures to support an economic 
strategy involving the late sale of land and buildings rights. 

In summary, the institutional fix of the new urban core project at this sec-
ond (yet still early) phase of development arrangements rested heavily on eco-
nomic rationalities while maintaining political control of the project. Rather 
than the early dispossession of new public assets that could determine the eco-
nomic equilibrium of development costs and economic returns, the adopted 
development company model was grounded in a strategy for monitoring mu-
nicipal funds and selling land and building rights as refined products later in 
the process. Thus, real estate owners and developers, despite their efforts to 
establish co-governance partnerships, were not included in institutional devel-
opment arrangements. The municipality instead initiated a strategy whereby 
current local real estate owners were required to contribute economically to 
the project, and potential real estate developers were continuously informed 
about ‘the new urban core’ as a forthcoming investment object. One condition 
for this strategy was, as noted, that the surface directly above the railway tun-
nels could not support larger material constructions, which was why sites on 
the sides of this surface became especially economically decisive. The identi-
fication and confirmation of a developable ‘light gross floor area’ were thus a 
distinctive feature of the project from this period onwards, which amounted to 
publicly controversial proposals that included new built structures on the town 
square (chapter 10 addresses this issue).  

The sector of municipal planning remained largely undermined with this 
institutional fix generated by IC’s revival. Although the institutional fix fol-
lowed the planning architect’s wishes and efforts not to decentralize develop-
ment and manage land use on the plot rather than area level – as would be 
determined by co-governance public-private partnerships – it also did not an-
chor development mandates in conventional and linear institutional infrastruc-
tures. The company format allowed (and effectively resulted in) more direct 
influence of political leaders of the municipal executive board, who came to 
be directly involved in the matters of professional public officials. Ultimately, 
because planning decisions were made in conventional municipal forums, 
they ‘prepared errands’ for themselves through their direct engagement in IC 
(something several informants confirmed). Moreover, commissioning an ex-

                               
684 Magnus Kvandal (2016, April 4) “När styret åkte till Cannes,” Sundbyberg Direkt. Electro-
nic access.; Anna Wachenfeldt (2016, April 22) “Sumpan drog till Cannes – här är slutnotan,” 
Mitt i Stockholm, Electronic access. 
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ternal architect, with no prior knowledge of working inside municipal plan-
ning, as the project manager effectively detached development priorities from 
the concerns that from the start had been the planning architect’s priorities. 
Consequently, the planning program (still) lacked several enquiries and con-
firmations of technical conditions for development.  

Two years after IC’s planning program, in early 2018, the program was 
replaced by a revised version that, practically speaking, was completely new. 
The project formally remained detached from conventional institutional infra-
structures – it was established as a ‘business area’ within the municipal cor-
porate group, and IC transformed into a ‘resting company’ within it – for the 
continued monitoring of the project’s funds and finances. However, the new 
version was produced by the municipality, with the municipal chief executive 
as the main addresser of the document. The era of IC ended sooner than was 
initially expected. During its course of operation, however, it had a significant 
impact on the arrangement and contents of planning and development and be-
came a format for a particular type of neoliberal localization. 

9.5 Concluding discussion 
This chapter has focused on the contemporary development of Central 
Sundbyberg, with a specific focus on the new urban core project. First, section 
9.1 presented the examples of a new consumer site (Signalfabriken, built in a 
historical industrial quarter) and a new bank headquarter to illustrate how con-
temporary urban development reflects the municipal strategy of approaching 
Central Sundbyberg as a spatial asset of a ‘town’ and of strengthening its post-
industrial character. It also emphasized that such efforts build on Central 
Sundbyberg’s gentrification, as a class-based shift in its population.  

Sections 9.2, 9.3, and 9.4 analyzed the new urban core project from a chron-
ological perspective. The second section explained the conflictual process be-
tween the municipality and The Swedish Transport Administration (STA) 
that, after several years of disagreement, ended with the agreement and co-
governance partnership that generated the new urban core project. It thereby 
showed how the completely different objectives of a municipality and a state 
authority could find common ground through an economic compensation of 
the former that resonated with the national economic parameters of the latter. 
The third section explained how municipal public planning was undermined 
during the project’s first phase with reference to structural constraints on plan-
ning to operate, and to the politically motivated events intended to manifest 
and strengthen the commodity value of the development area rather than sup-
porting development arrangements within the project. The fourth section fo-
cused on the institutional fix that was established in the project’s subsequent 
phase. It explained how the establishment of a municipal development com-
pany, on the one hand, entailed the continued undermining of municipal public 
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planning and, on the other, meant that development would not be decentral-
ized through public-private partnerships and thereby directly influenced by 
business interests. However, as shown, the project was consistently indirectly 
influenced by business interests regarding how municipal stakeholders related 
to and oriented toward the market, ensuring that the development received 
publicity in preparation for a later phase marketization.  

With respect to these descriptions, the neoliberal hybridity of the urban 
planning and development of the new urban core project has one main contra-
diction. The political governance of the project resulted in ineffective admin-
istrative solutions, operations, and outputs. As explained in Chapter 6, the re-
configuration of municipal infrastructures on the central and strategic level 
aimed at strengthening the administrative implementation of new political 
strategies for municipal urban growth. The case of the new urban core illus-
trates well how that process produced specific outcomes within a defined in-
stance of urban development. The creative moment of ‘rolling forward gov-
ernance and development arrangements and institutional relays’ neither inte-
grated typical neoliberal market mechanisms of networked governance, de-
centralized development, and the sale of public assets nor gave sufficient 
municipal administrative capacities for planning. In fact, the major downfall 
of the project in its first phase was that this creative moment did not follow 
any guiding principle. The planning organization essentially consisted of one 
individual of administrative status685, while political leaders and executives 
(with managerial status) focused on the creative moment of ‘re-representing 
the urban.’ Thus, the intention was to mobilize discourses centered on the ur-
ban core as a unique spatial object, albeit in a non-systematic and scattered 
fashion and without institutional infrastructures or capacities to integrate input 
and outcomes. In this phase, there was a fundamental clash between political 
leaders and municipal executives, on the one hand, and the trained planner 
located in the project, on the other, in their perspectives on ‘the new urban 
core’ as a spatial object of a highly attractive urban form versus a spatial pro-
ject with inherent development complexities. 

Then, in the subsequent phase, political leaders put in place an institutional 
fix that was – as consistently pointed out by planners, and in 2017 also recog-
nized by municipal executives and political leaders – legally ambiguous and 
counterproductive for the task at hand: a formal planning program. Contradic-
tory outcomes included not only that this first version of the planning program 
lacked confirmative planning enquiries and largely disregarded outcomes of 
prior participatory dialogues in its land use proposals. An additional contra-
dictory outcome was that the program largely lost legitimacy early on because 
municipal representatives, in accordance with the negative responses of local 
inhabitants, referred to it as the first iteration of general ideas rather than an 

                               
685 In Swedish: Handläggare 
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output that was actually guiding development. Ultimately, political govern-
ance of the project was also the main reason why the co-development process 
with STA was delayed three years in 2017, with increased costs for the mu-
nicipality. The railway extension to the west, which was dependent on an ad-
ditional agreement with STA, is what enable the project to reach economic 
equilibrium at the far end of the process because it, contrary to the densely 
built central parts, will release land well suited to new housing estates.  

The project’s institutional fix of political control and governance, economic 
strategies to not offer building rights and land allocation contracts to market 
actors at an early stage, and administrative capacities that were insufficient 
(first phase) and inadequate (second phase), defined, challenged, and altered 
the tools and scope of planning in the project. However, the ‘degree’ of ne-
oliberalism in this hybridity, and its effects on planning, are arguably lower 
than in the development of Stora Ursvik and Hallonbergen. In these develop-
ments, market mechanisms were implemented in full bloom within the defin-
ing arrangements of development. In the renewal of Hallonbergen in particu-
lar, planning interventions, especially through certain regulatory demands, be-
came an object of neoliberal localization by aligning them with developers’ 
early land allocation contracts and investments. In the new urban core project, 
planning was subjected to a greater degree to strategies that only partially in-
corporated the conventional features of neoliberalism – features such as the 
outsourcing of project management (in this case, to a private architect), which 
was a constraining feature for planning alongside features of the project’s po-
litical management. The administrative and organizational straitjacket pro-
duced for planning practice in this unique institutional fix ultimately under-
lines the importance of previous insights suggesting that: 

ideological definitions of situations and problems that planners may represent 
are much more than the fruit of some kind of indoctrination. Such representa-
tions are also responses to the context in which planners work, to the con-
straints that they experience in their daily practice. […] planners are unsure of 
the importance of their action and ill at ease vis-à-vis the political, economic 
and social systems through which they can exercise power. The actual practical 
constraints are not so much those of society at large as they are those of inter-
mediate systems, [as] media between planners and the city as an object of un-
derstanding.686 

Thus, the risk of solely portraying the planner as an agent of institutional 
power who, ultimately, serves the capitalist system’s objective of reproducing 

                               
686 Raphaël Fischler (1995), “Strategy and History in Professional Practice: Planning as World 
Making.” Spatial Practices: Critical Exploration in Social/Spatial Theory, edited by Helgen 
Liggett & David C. Perry 
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an established order687 lies in neglecting how legal, institutional, and place-
specific conditions produce variation in planning’s (strategic-representative; 
project-developmental; and regulatory) functions.688 Indeed, as was shown in 
this case, the planning architect acted as an interested party in the develop-
ment. He opposed pressure from political and economic municipal sectors 
and, in the spring 2015, market actors wishing to establish co-governance re-
lationships, while pursuing and emphasizing the values and objectives of pub-
lic planning.  

Generally, these insights reflect one of Lefebvre’s key criticisms of the in-
tersection of science and political power in modernity: namely, how “special-
izations divide space among them and act upon its truncated parts, setting up 
mental barriers, and practico-social frontiers.”689 Modernity’s space – abstract 
space – fragments social space when modifying it to serve its purposes (the 
reproduction of social relations); abstract space is, however, also a fragmented 
space per se, as it canalizes several sectors of professional and political prac-
tice. “Surely it is the supreme illusion to defer to architects, urbanists or plan-
ners as being experts or ultimate authorities in matters relating to space,” 690 
writes Lefebvre in one passage in The Production of Space. Thereafter, he 
makes the interrelated point that the “primacy” of political and economic sec-
tors and perspectives deprives space of the aspect of time.691  

Although a town of industrial modernity and capitalism, Central 
Sundbyberg can be said to, using Lefebvre’s words, have time “inscribed in 
space [and] like a tree trunk, bear the mark of the years it had taken it to 
grow.”692 Targeting a social space that is little marked by a defined and en-
compassing ideology or scientific program, a comprehensive development 
project in and of itself represents a distortion of time; even disregarding the 
political and economic rationalities and objectives that subordinate the histor-
ical to the present. Ultimately, this chapter showed how the question of main-
taining time as an inherent aspect of space became a value and objective for 
public planning specifically, given its undermined position in relation to po-
litical and economic sectors in the new urban core project. However, the in-
terrelationship between time and space cannot be fully grasped with reference 
to institutional development alone. In the next chapter – this thesis’ final em-
pirical chapter – this interrelationship is re-accentuated with reference to local 
inhabitants’ activism concerning Central Sundbyberg as a lived and historical 
space. 
                               
687 Ståle Holgersen (2014), ”Urban Responses to The Economic Crisis: Confirmation of Urban 
Policies as Crisis Management in Malmö,” International Journal of Urban and Regional Re-
search, Vol. 38.1  
688 Patsy Healey & Richard Williams (1993), ”European Urban Planning Systems: Diversity 
and Convergence,” Urban Studies, Vol. 30, No. 4/5 
689 Henri Lefebvre (1991), The Production of Space, p. 89 
690 Ibid. p. 95 
691 Ibid. p. 95 
692 Ibid. p. 95 
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10. Contesting urban development in Central 
Sundbyberg: How local activists 
politicized neoliberal features of the new 
urban core project 

Sundbyberg is rapidly being transformed into something that can be called 
‘Sundbyberg 2.0,’ led by the green-blues [political constellation, my note]. 
They are goal-oriented, skillful young politicians who are likely driven by a 
vision where they really believe that ‘growth in any way is for the better.’ It is 
to be done essentially by outside companies, those that know matters of urban 
development, similar to outsourcing welfare services. The municipality has al-
ready decided to sell off central district developments plus new housing in Hal-
lonbergen, Ör, and Rissne. Now they are continuing with the area around 
Sturegatan [popular street of commerce, author’s note], likely to end up in 
grand style with the town square. Everything done under the elegant and hard-
to-beat strategy: ‘making a virtue of necessity.’ 

This quote is from a text written by an activist in April 2017, which the same 
month was read aloud to co-activists at a joint meeting. ‘The Network Pleasant 
Urban Core’693 had been established a year earlier. After the municipal plan-
ning program for ‘the new urban core’ was released in early 2016, several 
Central Sundbyberg inhabitants decided to collaboratively seek to influence 
and contest official development. These inhabitants had attended the 2014 par-
ticipatory dialogue694 (The Future Dialogue, introduced in section 9.3) and ex-
pressed their opinions and concerns about the development of Central 
Sundbyberg. As the planning program was perceived to diverge from the con-
clusions and insights of the dialogue, and to propose a heavy urban densifica-
tion in and around publicly valuable sites, a smaller number of individuals 
became acquainted through their joint dismay with the development proposals 
of the program. In March 2016, they held their first public meeting at the Peo-
ple’s Hus in Sundbyberg, where they declared their intention to contest and 
influence the new urban core project.  

This chapter focuses on the network’s counter-project. Rather than having 
a formal association of hierarchical structures and an appointed chairperson 

                               
693 In Swedish: Nätverket Trivsam Stadskärna 
694 Sundbybergs stad (2014), “Projekrapport för framtidsdialogen – Sundbybergs nya stads-
kärna,” KS-0258/2014 
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(or the equivalent), the format of a network was intended to strengthen acces-
sibility for newcomers who wished to participate. Participants furthermore 
considered a network an endurable format for the longer term, as their engage-
ment and scrutiny of the new urban core project had to last until final decisions 
were made on detailed development plans – several years into the future. Thus, 
the network was never formalized or institutionalized as, for example, an as-
sociation, although this possibility was repeatedly discussed. For participants’ 
communication between physical gatherings, the network primarily relied on 
email correspondence. Moreover, they established a website to inform the 
broader public about recent events and decisions in the new urban core project, 
about their own activities, and to form public opinion by presenting reflections 
and arguments. 

The individuals who came to be the most active participants in the activist 
network have both similar and dissimilar personal traits. A great majority of 
them were older adults (age 55 and above) and of Swedish or Nordic origin. 
Male and female representation has consistently been close to equal in 2016–
2018. Participants were of both working- and middle-class backgrounds, and 
lived in both tenant-owned and rental apartments in Central Sundbyberg.695 
They include both those who were born and raised in Sundbyberg and those 
who moved there later in life. In 2018, the network had circa 400 members 
and individuals who had expressed support for their activities, for example 
during the 2016 planning program’s consultation round, by signing up to be 
on the network’s email list. Since 2016, up to 60 individuals have been en-
gaged in meetings, activities, and public actions, while an ‘inner group’ (as 
network participants call it) of circa 15–20 individuals have been consistently 
active over several years and represented the network in public communica-
tion.  

Echoing the quote presented in the previous chapter (section 9.1) on the 
sociospatial characteristics of Central Sundbyberg, network participants’ main 
concern has been their town as a historically produced social space. As they 
themselves declared in the consultation round of the first planning program 
released in early 2016: “the initiative [for the Network] was taken by individ-
uals especially concerned with the town’s soul, its architecture, light and open-
ness, the town’s spirit and quality of being an attractive small town.”696 As my 
interviews with participants and supporters of the network further disclosed, 
the insistence that Sundbyberg is not a suburb of Stockholm is central to their 
understanding of their hometown. Rather than the importance of specific ur-
ban sites or features, they emphasize that Sundbyberg is a holistic social space 

                               
695 As far as I know, only one participant did not live in Central Sundbyberg in the period of 
fieldwork (2016-2018). This person had a historical connection to area, both relating to his how 
biography and former generations of his family. 
696 Nätverket Trivsam Stadskärna (2016), ”Yttrande avseende ’Planprogram för SUNDBY-
BERGS NYA STADSKÄRNA.’ Samrådsrevision för samråd, Ref. KS – 0060/2015, 2016-04-
01, ingivet av Nätverket Trivsam Stadskärna i Sundbyberg” 
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and the product of a continuous urban trajectory, which evokes a certain “feel-
ing.” For some but not all informants, this feeling is also connected to a strong 
“solidarity” derived from the town’s working-class history.697 

The initiators of the network identified that 90% of 222 private persons 
who expressed their opinions in the consultation of the 2016 planning program 
had negative attitudes toward the municipality’s development proposal. As 
some of them also declared sympathy with the entirety or parts of the net-
work’s referral statement698, the early participants felt backed up by public 
opinion. The network’s influence on the new urban core project has since then 
been recognized by network participants as well as municipal politicians and 
public officials.699 Ultimately, although its impact cannot easily be measured, 
the network’s contestation is reflected in the revision of proposed land use 
arrangements in the 2018 planning program compared to the first version re-
leased in 2016.700 The network has relied on several types of practices to 
achieve this influence, including public actions, authoring texts and debate 
articles for (social) media to influence public opinion, and attending meetings 
and arranging interviews with development stakeholders.  

With reference to these practices – especially four public actions during the 
period 2016 to 2018 – this chapter explains how the network tactically inter-
fered in the abstract space of the new urban core project by contesting the 
development proposals and representations of Central Sundbyberg’s town 
square. Drawing on observations from concrete events (public actions) and a 
concrete space (the town square), this chapter explains how the network po-
liticized the new urban core project. It explains how politicization was 
achieved by proclaiming values and qualities of social space that are not ad-
hered to in the new urban core project when managed in accordance with eco-
nomic incentives for cost neutrality and economic rationalities of urban com-
petition. Throughout the analysis, the chapter discusses how the network’s 
counter-project adopted tactics of differential space. It concludes that the key 
means of interference in the new urban core project’s abstract space has been 
to contest its neoliberally infused representations of space with self-produced 
representations of space, which challenged and exposed contradictions and 
unsettled issues in the new urban core project.  

Ultimately, this chapter continues (and finalizes) this thesis’ explanation of 
the social production of space in Sundbyberg, paying specific attention to how 
local inhabitants challenged neoliberal urbanism in contemporary municipal 

                               
697 Interviews P-18-1, P-17-1, P-17-2, P-18-2, P-17-3, P-18-3, P-17-4, P-18-4, P-18-5, P-17-5, 
P-17-6. 
698 Nätverket Trivsam Stadskärna (2016). Webpage, “The Blog: ’Vad tyckte Sundbybergarna 
om planförslaget? Inte alls!’.” Electronic access. 
699 Interviews I-18-3, I-18-4, I-17-1 
700 Sundbyberg stad (2015), ”Planprogram för Sundbybergs nya stadskärna”. Samrådsförslag, 
Ref. KS-0060/2015; Sundbybergs stad (2018), Kommunstyrelsen, ”Planprogram för Sundby-
bergs nya stadskärna”, Ref. KS-0060/2015 
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planning and development. It thereby illustrates the clash of interests that 
emerged at the intersection of space as an abstract entity in the pursuit of urban 
growth, and a differential entity for those who inhabit and use it in their eve-
ryday lives. 

10.1 Public hearings and manifestations: Contestation 
over the town square  

 
Figure 20. Central Sundbyberg’s town square (Sundbybergs torg). August, 2017. 

While occasionally used for, e.g., festivities and markets (as illustrated in fig-
ure 20), the town square in Central Sundbyberg – Sundbybergs torg – is used 
to a limited degree for meaningful and enduring everyday social activities. It 
consists of a hard surface of concrete slabs crossed over by pedestrians due to 
its central location, close to public transport, commerce, and workplaces. It 
has a few decorative trees, a small fountain, a small kiosk-like building that 
has no permanent uses, and a few scattered chairs that hardly invite prolonged 
visits. The first planning program released in 2016 – as showed in the previous 
chapter, a product of the project manager of the Infrastructure Company (IC) 
– proposed a relatively substantial development of the square to transform its 
urban and public function as a central site in Central Sundbyberg. The net-
work, however, not only considered that the proposal to develop several new 
buildings on and around the town square derived from certain architectural 
convictions; they also considered it a direct expression of political leaders’ 
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concern that the new urban core project be cost neutral. In the previous chap-
ter, it was explained that cost neutrality – i.e. the equilibrium between invest-
ment and development costs and incomes generated by the sales of land and 
building rights – has been a central concern for political leaders in the new 
urban core project, and how the project’s development arrangements and in-
stitutional fix derived from it. 

Although municipal representatives inconsistently publicly communicated 
on the topic of cost neutrality, network participants drew the conclusion that 
the municipality intended to more or less fully balance development and in-
vestment costs with a high degree of urban densification. They were well 
aware that the tunnel surface could not support heavier material structures, 
which was why other developable sites ‘must compensate.’701 In other words, 
they identified a direct correlation between the new urban core project’s 
deeper economic rationales and incentives and the program’s development 
proposals at specific sites702 in the development area, which they considered 
were insensitive to the historically produced spatial characteristics of Central 
Sundbyberg.  

During the consultation of the 2016 planning program in the spring of 2016, 
IC’s project manager and architect referred to the proposed densification of 
the town square as an “intimization.” The town square shall be transformed 
into a public area of smaller intimate ‘square spaces’ in between new material 
structures – the architectural cure for the “stone desert” the town square oth-
erwise risked maintaining.703 Because the network participants also recognized 
the town square’s current lack of publicly inviting features for everyday usage, 
their demand has not been that it be completely safeguarded from develop-
ment. Instead, their demand has been that it not be developed as a means to 
maximize the total gross floor area in the development area, and that its con-
stitution as an open, comprehensive, and accessible public space be strength-
ened.  

What the planning program represented as a “more intimate scale”704 pro-
duced by new material structures and buildings that occupy most of the sur-
faces on the town square, the network conceived of as an expression of an 
economic compensation for the scarcity of other developable sites within the 
development area. Although, in this thesis, I have been able to confirm that 
the new urban core project’s economic equilibrium has been a municipal ob-

                               
701 Nätverket Trivsam Stadskärna (2017), Coordination Meeting 170824 
702 Also the planning program’s proposals to have apartment buildings directly south of a pop-
ular park, Marabouparken, and to have buildings with 8–9 floors along the south side of a long 
and central street (Järnvägsgatan) were contested by the network, as they were conceived to 
severely compromise the open, light, and architecturally modest character of the town. 
703 Sundbyberg stad (2015), ”Planprogram för Sundbybergs nya stadskärna.” Samrådsförslag, 
Ref. KS-0060/2015, p. 35 
704 Ibid. 
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jective, this specific issue was, as noted, differently and inconsistently com-
municated by the municipality. In fact, during the consultation on the planning 
program, political leaders denied that the project must ‘carry its own weight,’ 
i.e., ‘pay for itself.’705 Because municipal representatives of different political 
and administrative positions communicated differently on this topic – partly 
an outcome of the fact that public planners and other administrative public 
officials were given different information from politicians of the municipal 
executive board and municipal executives706 – the network nevertheless as-
sumed that such declarations could not be trusted.  

They moreover assumed market actors’ influence on the project, for several 
reasons. An ‘idea program’ and request for a land allocation contract from a 
real estate developer (Vasakronan) addressed to the chairperson of the munic-
ipal executive board, and which included architectural drawings of a high-rise 
building on the town square, were observed by network participants. Munici-
pal representatives attended the real estate conference in Cannes in early 2016 
with the explicit aim of promoting the new urban core project to investors. 
Moreover, in early 2017, the network researched information indicating that 
the municipality had commissioned two real estate evaluation firms to calcu-
late the total economic potential of the development area, ending up in vastly 
different results. Generally, Network participants conceived that Central 
Sundbyberg – and the municipality as a whole – was targeted by a municipal 
strategy for gentrification, where private investments in the built environment 
and the decrease in public rental housing served to change the nature of the 
municipal population base.707    

In May 2017, 13 of the network’s most active participants signed a debate 
article for a local newspaper that directed severe criticism at the project’s eco-
nomic incentives, an article that was also copied and sent directly to the mu-
nicipal executive board, though without response from the board. The follow-
ing quote is a key passage in the article. 

In the short term, there are bonus points for the executive board in acting this 
way. It is opportunistic to show oneself expansive at the same time as the mu-
nicipality’s financial liquidity is strengthened, when selling the most valuable 
sites of the town center to private actors. This, they can take credit for, even 
though it actually concerns the realization of values that generations of 
Sundbybergians have contributed to creating. For landowners and real estate 
companies Sundbyberg is something of a Klondyke. [But to] let the political 
decision-making in this question primarily be steered by expansion and econ-
omy is short-sighted and not in the best interests of the citizens.708  

                               
705 Sundbybergs stad (2017), Kommunstyrelsen, “Samrådsredogörelse och ställningstagande 
inför fortsatt arbete med planprogram,” Ref. KS-0060/2015; interview I-17-5 
706 Ibid. 
707 Nätverket Trivsam Stadskärna (2017), Coordination Meeting 170215; Nätverket Trivsam 
Stadskärna (2017), Coordination Meeting 170411 
708 Nätverket Trivsam Stadskärna (2017, May 6–12), ”Aktion för att bevara en trivsam stads-
miljö,” debate article, Vi i Sundbyberg, p. 9 
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This example is illustrative of the network’s tactics to politicize the new urban 
core project, in demanding adherence to Central Sundbyberg as a historically 
produced and lived social space, the defining characteristics of which are at 
risk as long as development proposals must compensate for the municipal eco-
nomic investments and costs of the project. The example is, in other words, 
illustrative of how the network calls attention to differential qualities of Cen-
tral Sundbyberg, thereby seeking to publicly disclose how these are neglected 
in the abstract space of the project. In this context, the expression ‘most valu-
able sites’ is illustrative of the discrepancy between the value of space as a 
historical and concrete entity harboring everyday life, representational mean-
ings, and a variety of daily usages, and the value of space as an exchangeable 
and commodifiable asset that can be used in overarching strategies for munic-
ipal gentrification. The project is politicized by proclaiming different values 
and incentives for development, thereby demanding that the new urban core 
project is not a question of institutional management and administrative prac-
tice grounded in already defined values and incentives. 

In an email correspondence between network participants, one participant 
concluded that the inclination toward a high degree of development of the po-
tential gross floor area in the development area had become the new urban 
core project’s “dogma.”709 To contest and politicize an urban development 
project down to its dogmatic core – its abstract space – the network identified 
that certain methods were needed.  

10.1.1 The public hearing at Bristol Theatre: Politicizing the new 
urban core project 
Public actions are the instances of contestation arranged by the Network in 
public spaces in Sundbyberg during a limited period of time. The remainder 
of this chapter focuses on public actions, with a view to deepening the expla-
nations of how the network contested the new urban core project by tactically 
interfering in its abstract space. Focus is especially centered on the two public 
hearings of political objectives and decisions in the new urban core project in 
October 2016 and October 2017. These were instances when the network suc-
ceed in politicizing the abstract space of the new urban core project by re-
sponding to, and taking advantage of, inconsistencies in its growth-oriented 
environment. This section, focusing on the 2016 hearing, exemplifies how the 
network contested the dogmatic economic incentives of the project by pro-
claiming the values these incentives, in extension, sacrifice, thereby request-
ing that political leaders deprecate certain proposals of land use arrangements 
found in the 2016 planning program. The next section (10.1.2), focusing on 

                               
709 Nätverket Trivsam Stadskärna (2017). Email correspondence between participants of the 
‘inner circle,’ dated 170703, 13:09; Nätverket Trivsam Stadskärna (2018), Coordination Mee-
ting 181108 
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the 2017 hearing, exemplifies how the network exposed official representa-
tions of space as misguiding or even false, and counteracted political leaders’ 
standpoint that strategic decisions for land use arrangements are not made at 
the institutional stage of a planning program. In both these public actions, the 
town square was at the center of contestation as a ‘most valuable site.’ 

 

 

Figure 21. The network’s public hearing, October 2016, Bristol Theatre, Central 
Sundbyberg. Municipal political representatives to the right. Photo: Per Janse, 
161031.  

The 2016 public hearing was arranged at Sundbyberg’s Bristol Theatre, gath-
ering more than 100 spectators as well as news media, and was moderated by 
an individual unaffiliated with the network.710 The hearing was headlined by 
the question of whether ‘the urban core will be a healthy environment,’ and in 
the first part an invited medical doctor – who had published a book criticizing 
Swedish architectural functionalism the same year711 – held a lecture on the 
topic of how architecture affects ‘health and well-being.’ In their subsequent 
speeches from the theatre stage, network participants followed up on these 
topics, which they felt had been neglected in current development proposals, 
and linked them to the question of the town square’s development specifically. 
A network participant rhetorically asked the audience if they could imagine 
the construction of high-rise buildings at Stockholm inner city squares and 
parks (exemplified by Nytorget, Mariatorget, and Humlegården) or other town 
squares they visited, and formulated it as an issue of cultural heritage: 

                               
710 Ulrica Andersson (2016, November 6), ”Nätverket vann strid om nya stadskärnan,” Mitt i 
Sundbyberg 
711 Gösta Alfvén (2006), Ohälsosam arkitektur: En annan sida av funktionalismen  
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What are the values that absolutely have a higher dignity than people’s health 
and well-being, historical aspects and cultural heritage? Are there such values 
that are higher than these? […] In Sundbyberg, the case is that politicians have 
come up with this mad idea. The municipal planning proposal entails, accord-
ing to the network, a spatial development that radically breaks with the values 
that signify a good town environment. [It is], to put it bluntly, a cultural mur-
der. That is, the destruction of Sundbyberg’s cultural heritage.712 

Directly thereafter, another network participant continued by emphasizing 
how a square is a vital public space for the type of social space Central 
Sundbyberg constitutes: 

A square, as such, stands for democratic values. Opportunities for all people 
regardless of background, status, skin color, age or values to gather and express 
their opinions. The square is open day and night, and it is important for both 
formal and informal meetings. Without a square, we believe that Sundbyberg 
from one perspective will become a suburb of Stockholm. Where one resides 
but does not have an opportunity and place to live one’s life.713  

Later in the evening, a network member in the audience, who was also the 
head of Sundbyberg’s town museum and folklore association, received great 
applause from attendees. In a moment of surprise, she supported the network’s 
demand to better respect the historically produced spatial characteristics of 
Central Sundbyberg in development proposals:  

I know something that probably [the political representatives] don’t know. Be-
cause they didn’t receive it yet. They have ordered a report from the County 
Museum, a report from the city antiquarian714. It has just been printed. […] 
Here they take a comprehensive view on, exactly, the new urban core. It is not 
a determinative document, but it has been commissioned by the municipality 
as briefing material for decisions on the development process ahead. […] I 
know, among other things, that it says that one should not build high-rise build-
ings along Järnvägsgatan [a central street next to the town square and parallel 
to the railway, my note]. We have to trust that the politicians will assimilate 
the document, as they paid for it, even though it doesn’t present the conclusions 
they may have expected.715 

In direct response to this statement, the chairperson of the municipal executive 
board, from the Moderate Party, emphasized that the antiquarian’s report is 
“only one of several” enquiries commissioned by the municipality. Generally, 
he responded to the network’s concern for an open town square and the spatial 
characteristics of Central Sundbyberg by addressing variables of urban 
                               
712 Nätverket Trivsam Stadskärna (2016), The Bristol Hearing. Quote reconstructed from video 
recording. 
713 Ibid. 
714 In Swedish: Stadsantikvarie 
715 Nätverket Trivsam Stadskärna (2016), ’The Bristol Hearing’; Stockholms Läns Muséum 
(2016), ”Sundbybergs Bebyggelse,” Antikvariskt kunskapsunderlag, Rapport 2016:10 
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growth. He contextualized Sundbyberg’s vulnerable position in the face of the 
urban and economic competition from consumption sites in other Stockholm 
municipalities, and described how new workplaces are crucial to supporting 
local business and commerce in Sundbyberg, also with reference to the newly 
established bank headquarter in the town. “More Sundbyberg in Sundbyberg,” 
he declared when justifying the executive board’s inclination toward compa-
rably high densification within the existing urban environment, as a competi-
tive strategy enabling an alternative to the “barns of consumptions” (i.e. gal-
lerias and malls) that generally are the locus for visitors and consumer spend-
ing in nearby areas and municipalities. 

Thus, a key feature of the Bristol hearing was that network participants 
aimed to politicize development proposals by proclaiming qualities and values 
relating to healthy urban environments, to open and democratically inclusive 
public spaces, and to the specific spatial characteristics of Central Sundbyberg 
as a historically produced social space. A town, then, that in its built environ-
ments displays a certain historical sedimentation developed during an ex-
tended period (primarily 1870s–1960s), which sets it apart from any spatial 
category pertaining to ‘suburb.’ It was a public event at which the network 
aimed to reveal the qualities and values the new urban core project failed to 
incorporate, thereby revealing that the proposals of the planning program only 
constitute one of several possible versions of and visions for a redeveloped 
Central Sundbyberg. The format of the public hearing was thus highly effi-
cient in publicly displaying the dividing lines between the growth-oriented 
perspective of the municipal chairperson and the network’s demand to inte-
grate additional values into development. As the network’s first public action, 
it thereby functioned as a statement: the network will continuously monitor 
the situation and ensure that the new urban core project is not reduced to one 
of institutional and economic administration in accordance with neoliberal 
principles of competitive urbanism, but is managed as a project that interferes 
with an inhabited and everyday lived social space. Turning directly to political 
leaders of the municipal council – including oppositional leaders – rather than 
to the public official professionals who most often presented new development 
outputs publicly became purposeful for two interrelated reasons. To point out 
development contradictions to the whole political spectrum of the municipal 
council, and to search for its dividing lines with respect to visions and agendas 
in the new urban core project.  

In a local news media interview shortly after the Bristol hearing, the chair-
person of the municipal committee for the town milieu716 (from the Center 
Party) admitted that “the proposal that has been published was perhaps not so 
well thought out” (meaning the planning program), and the Social Democratic 

                               
716 In Swedish: Stadsmiljö- och tekniska nämnden 
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oppositional leader declared that he was “ashamed” of some of its contents.717 
The news media article’s headline – “Network won battle on the new urban 
core” – must be nuanced as a partial and initial victory in a dynamic relation-
ship between a project and a counter-project that has lasted for years. How-
ever, it was a victory precisely because it forced political representatives to 
‘go public’ and declare their positions on the forthcoming urban transfor-
mation of Central Sundbyberg. Doing this, they, at least to some extent, effec-
tively diminished the validity and legitimacy of the 2016 planning program, 
the production of which, as earlier explained, had been outsourced to a mu-
nicipal development company. Early in 2017, the network knew that a new, 
revised version of the planning program was due, and the development of Cen-
tral Sundbyberg’s town square remained as open a question as ever.  

10.1.2 The public hearing at the People’s House: Contestation 
over representations of space 
The second public hearing took place at the People’s House in Central 
Sundbyberg in October 2017 and was essentially the same format as the Bris-
tol hearing a year earlier, except that it did not include a presentation by an 
invited expert. The network arranged the hearing following a smaller number 
of participants’ attendance at political party meetings, where invited munici-
pal public official professionals presented contents produced in the work with 
the revised planning program. As the network observed that the municipality 
intended to formally decide on the revised planning program in the municipal 
council as soon as in December the same year, the hearing aimed to inform 
the public and civil society that this rapid process entailed the risk of neglect-
ing the opinions of citizens and other interested parties. To alert the audience 
(circa 100 individuals, a full house), two network participants initiated the 
hearing by recapping the situation: the first planning program diverged signif-
icantly from the outcomes of the participatory dialogue in 2013 and 2014 
(‘The Future Dialogue’) and was severely criticized in its consultation round 
the spring of 2016. The network, in other words, called for caution and de-
manded – again – answers from municipal political leaders.  

The town square became the locus of this hearing too, as it provided new 
opportunities for the network to tactically interfere in the new urban core pro-
ject’s abstract space. A network participant photographed a visualization of 
land use arrangements in and around the town square, which was presented at 
one of the political meetings, and now projected the photo for the audience to 
see. The town square was still proposed to be subject to a degree of urban 
densification that erases its function as a square by fragmenting it, the network 
declared echoing the Bristol hearing. As part of his answer and justification 

                               
717 Ulrica Andersson (2016, November 5), ”Nätverket vann strid om nya stadskärnan,” Mitt i 
Sundbyberg. 
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for a densified square, the Moderate Party representative reiterated the eco-
nomic argument: a prerequisite for the project was the revenues that would 
balance the municipality’s economic investment, an aspect he concluded that 
the network had systematically neglected. At the hearing, however, the exten-
sion of the railway tunnels to the west in the development area was basically 
confirmed (the decision was made official circa one month later718). Several 
present political representatives thereby downplayed the need to develop the 
town square for economic purposes in their answers, as the sale of land and 
building rights for housing estates in the development area’s west side was far 
more lucrative for the municipality than the development of offices and com-
mercial locales in and around the town square.  

The discussion thereby centered on spatial and architectural incentives for 
a densified town square. Political representatives of the ruling majority sought 
to justify a land use arrangement with several smaller ‘square spaces’ using 
several arguments. One of them was to counteract a lack of safety. Unlike a 
large and open square (Medborgarplatsen in inner city Stockholm was given 
as an example), a densified square can invite land use activities during differ-
ent times of day and seasons that enhance safety, claimed representatives of 
both the Moderate Party and Liberal Party. Moreover, in tandem with the 
Green Party representative, the Liberal Party representative claimed that a 
densified square would contribute to “cohesive and common urban scenery” 
in Central Sundbyberg. In turn, this was linked to the aspect of urban regional 
competition: the area in and around the town square serves the key purpose of 
“keeping people in Central Sundbyberg” instead of going to nearby commer-
cial centers in other municipalities.  

One inherent contradiction in the relationship between the new urban core 
project and the network’s counter-project during this period (2016–2017), 
however, concerns the status and level of confirmation of planning items and 
development ideas and proposals. This contradiction surfaced at the People’s 
House hearing. While presenting their best arguments, political representa-
tives consistently claimed that questions could not yet be settled, that more 
enquiries must be made, and that only detailed development plans confirm 
land use arrangements. For example, when a large portion of the audience at 
the hearing was dissatisfied with the political representatives’ pinpointing of 
where the town square is located on the projector screen displaying the pho-
tograph of newly visualized land use arrangements (as part of the revised plan-
ning program), such arguments were reused. A planning program is ‘just’ a 
proposal. Political representatives faced heavy criticism at the hearing, both 
from the network and from members of the audience, including an unaffiliated 
professional architect. There was a consensus that the opportunity to influence 

                               
718 Sundbybergs Stadshus AB (2017, December 6), ”Klart med mer stadsbebyggelse och längre 
tunnel.” Electronic access. 
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and contribute to planning and development was at this stage – of the planning 
program – and not, as political representatives of the ruling majority directly 
or indirectly suggested, at the stage of detailed development plans.  

It is technically correct that, e.g., detailed development plans enable plan-
ning’s strongest regulatory functions. However, such arguments became part 
of a consistent strategy among municipal and project stakeholders to take the 
edge off the network’s concerns and counter-arguments, which were aimed at 
official visions and development proposals. In other words, this strategy made 
the project’s abstract space at least partially resilient to civil society’s criticism 
of the representations of space produced in the project, as it was argued by 
political leaders that representations at that stage of planning should be under-
stood only as early iterations of ideas expressed as ‘proposals,’ and not as 
declarations of the municipality’s actual intentions. Thus, the strategy enabled 
a retreat from actual responsibility for proposed land use arrangements until 
the planning and development processes reached a certain stage, even though 
discussions at the People’s House hearing concerned revised development 
proposals. That is, revised proposals following the first planning program, its 
round of consultation, and the municipality’s responses to submitted opinions 
and remarks. 

The network, however, turned this strategy to their advantage, which a few 
examples at the hearing at the People’s House illustrate. First, the presentation 
materials of the new planning program at the political meetings had referred 
to the ‘lid’719 surface above the tunnels – including the reconstruction of Jä-
rnvägsgatan, parallel to the railway tracks directly to the north – as “the green 
swathe.”720 Then, in their own graphic visualization, the network displayed the 
functions and infrastructures that ‘the lid’ was estimated to support in the mu-
nicipality’s new proposal. They thereby aimed to establish “the green swathe” 
as a deceptive – even false – representation of space, arguing that most of its 
surfaces will be hardened by asphalt, concrete, and similar materials, and be-
cause the tunnel construction will not allow trees to grow (see figure 22). Be-
cause the term gave the impression that the spatially densified town square 
would be spatially interconnected with a larger park area where people could 
easily move around in a recreational public space, it risked reducing the im-
portance that the question of the town square alone represented. 
  

                               
719 In Swedish: Locket. This was the common term for the surface directly above the tunnels.  
720 In Swedish: Det gröna stråket 
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Figure 22. Visualization presented at the public hearing at the People’s House. Color 
coding: grey for car roads; green for green vegetation; blue for bicycle roads; red for 
sidewalks. Provided through email correspondence between network participants, Oc-
tober 17, 2017. 

A second example is how the network presented a graphic visualization of 
shading effects emanating from the buildings and land use arrangements de-
picted in the presentation materials at the political meetings (see figure 23). 
Although it was a ‘sun study’ done by non-experts, the network’s visualization 
effectively exposed the contradictory nature of municipal development pro-
posals. A number of more technical issues that, also in a final planning pro-
gram, should condition and influence development proposals, were not solved 
or confirmed. The shady areas illustrated the actual or at least potential nega-
tive impact of a technical factor not integrated into or represented in the mu-
nicipality’s current vision of land use arrangements, as sun exposure is partic-
ularly important in the climate and change of seasons in a Nordic town. 
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Figure 23. Sun study presented by the Network. Municipally depicted buildings (2, 4 
and 8) appreciated for their shading effects during Midsummer’s Eve (June 23), din-
nertime. Provided through email correspondence between network participants, Oc-
tober 17, 2017. 

Hence, while the lack of certain planning enquiries became a strategic factor 
for municipal stakeholders to relinquish responsibility, here it became a tacti-
cal factor for the network by way of preceding the process of the new urban 
core project. It illustrated how development proposals are informed to a lim-
ited extent by knowledge and information that will ultimately condition pos-
sible or desired land use arrangements. Network participants’ simultaneous 
demand that development proposals be confirmative with respect to the degree 
of development at publicly valuable sites at the stage of a revised and final 
planning program, and their illustration of the lack of technical enquiries 
needed to confirm possible land use arrangements, would seem to be contra-
dictory. However, this contradiction per se may be understood as a counter-
stance: it is the contradictory management of the new urban core project that 
enabled the network’s contradictory counter-stances to appear as valid and 
logical. As recognized elsewhere by network participants, it is precisely the 
fact that they “are ahead of the municipality” that is key to their contestational 
practices721, as this allowed them to pinpoint these contradictions.  

                               
721 The new urban core project’s sun study and the traffic plan that network participants repeat-
edly requested were released first in the summer of 2019, more than a year after the revised 
planning program was adopted in the municipal council. Sundbybergs stad (2018), Kommun-
styrelsen, ”Program för Sundbybergs nya stadskärna”, Ref. KS-0060/2015; Sundbybergs stad 
& Marge Arkitekter (2019), SOLSTUDIER För Sundbyberg 2:11, Sundbyberg 2:78 samt Kv. 
Godset 4; Sundbybergs stad (2019), Trafikutredning för Sundbybergs nya stadskärna; Nätver-
ket Trivsam Stadskärna (2017), Coordination Meeting 170411 
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The hearing at the People’s House in the fall of 2017 successfully accentu-
ated a political divide with respect to the level of confirmation of a revised 
planning program. Oppositional parties’ representatives – not least the Social 
Democratic leader who became the new chairperson of the executive board 
following the 2018 local political election – agreed that the degree of devel-
opment proposed at this stage should have bearing on detailed development 
planning work. Moreover, the municipality’s visions of land use arrangements 
on the town square changed in the wake of the hearing, as is made evident by 
the official release of a revised planning program in early 2018. The reduced 
degree of development on the town square as well as on a few other sites in 
the development area between the two programs is, to date, the clearest marker 
of the influence of the network’s contestation.  

10.1.3 Manifestations at the town square: Competing 
representations of the town square 
One key tactical feature of the network’s counter-project has been that they 
have repeatedly ‘deconstructed’ representations of space produced in the new 
urban core project and ‘constructed’ their own representations of space as a 
counter-stance. They constructed graphic visualizations based on a decon-
struction of the municipality’s graphic visualization and development ‘pro-
posals.’ Understood as a claim for a differential space, the network’s repre-
sentations thereby functioned as a negation of a dominant strategy: an outburst 
of creativity that forced, in this example, political representatives to consider 
counter-stances and democratic claims. This same feature also extended to 
constructing representations of space that communicated with the municipal-
ity’s representations of space, but that were not directly a product of their de-
construction. At the hearings and on multiple other occasions, where the net-
work used public space to raise public awareness about the new urban core 
project as well as their counter-project – such as the town square during man-
ifestations, streets and sidewalks during public festivities like the annual 
spring market, and the town library during exhibitions – the network presented 
a physical model visualizing the development area post-development, com-
plemented by printed informational materials. Their physical model was a di-
rect response – a counter-stance – to a physical model that the municipality 
produced and presented in the consultation round of the first planning program 
in the spring of 2016. It was on a similar scale and depicted an alternative 
vision of land use arrangements and level of urban densification along the 
tunnel surface. By diverging in its physical representations of the volume of 
buildings, spatial densification, and of the ‘most valuable sites,’ it constituted 
a tactical interference in the new urban core project’s abstract space. One, 
then, which materially explicated a different version of a future Central 
Sundbyberg, grounded in the local civil society’s alternative vision.  
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Figure 24. The network’s model of the new urban core. May, 2017. 

 
Figure 25. ‘The day of the urban core.’ Background: Network participant holding a 
speech. Foreground: materials displayed for interested parties. May, 2017. 
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Network participants recognized that their physical model had “shocked” the 
municipality at first.722  Subsequently, it became an integral part of their coun-
ter-project. The model was at the center of the two manifestations the network 
arranged on the town square in May 2017 and March 2018. The 2017 mani-
festation was headlined ‘the day of the urban core,’723 arranged to draw local 
inhabitants’ attention to the new urban core project and its development pro-
posals. The network’s model was displayed next to a stage where network 
participants’ held speeches for a few hours in the late afternoon and evening. 
In an opportunistic fashion, the municipality simultaneously displayed their 
physical model inside a small building on the edge of the square.724 There were 
thus only a few steps between the official physical model visualizing a trans-
formed Central Sundbyberg, and the network’s alternative vision of a trans-
formed Central Sundbyberg, both available for civil attendees and the media 
(public radio reported from the manifestation) to explore and evaluate.  

The 2018 manifestation was similar the 2017 manifestation in format, but 
also included interviews with both majority and oppositional political repre-
sentatives. It was initiated as a celebrative event: the revised proposals for land 
use arrangements in the second version of the planning program released early 
2018 were identified as a victory725 for the network, as these depicted signifi-
cantly less densification of the town square. As shown in figure 26, the net-
work used printed materials to publicly display how the municipality had 
stepped away from earlier proposals, thereby indirectly emphasizing their suc-
cessful influence on the new urban core project.  

                               
722 Nätverket Trivsam Stadskärna (2017), Coordination Meeting 170403 
723 In Swedish: Stadskärnans dag 
724 The small building, a former kiosk, was occasionally used by the municipality to publicly 
display planning items in the new urban core project. To this end, it was called ‘The Future 
Pavilion.’ 
725 By themselves as well as municipal representatives interviewed for this thesis. (Interviews 
I-18-3, I-18-4, I-17-1) 
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Figure 26. Manifestation at the town square. The network displays a change of official 
development proposals. March, 2018 

Ultimately, the timing and contents of the network’s public actions from 2016 
to 2018 have closely corresponded to municipal management of the new urban 
core project during the same period. Insightfully, one participant identified 
their public actions as “the rhythm of our enterprise”726: the creative bursts of 
contestational practice that derived from numerous hours of scrutiny of the 
development process of the new urban core project. In monthly ‘coordination 
meetings,’ the most engaged network participants have then discussed their 
results, made decisions, and planned ahead. This amounted to an “actively 
awaiting approach,” as one network participant summarized the nature of the 
network’s constitution with respect to their scrutiny, discussions and planning, 
and execution of public actions.727 

The manifestations and, especially, the public hearings offered vital demo-
cratic encounters, where the positions of political representatives were pub-
licly clarified for civil attendees and the news media. However, they have nev-
ertheless been viewed as a prerequisite for demanding political responsibility 
for the municipality’s management of the new urban core project. Rather than 
an intrinsic component of the type of activist counter-project the network 
nourished, the network’s actions have been opportunistically timed counter-
practices meant to establish temporary public forums where citizen’s opinions 

                               
726 Nätverket Trivsam Stadskärna (2017), Coordination Meeting 170329 
727 Nätverket Trivsam Stadskärna (2017), Coordination Meeting 170515 
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could be expressed, questions asked, and answers demanded. In other words, 
their public actions have constituted reactions to the opaque and contradictory 
municipal arrangement of the new urban core project.  At a coordination meet-
ing in September 2018, this aspect is discussed by network participants with 
respect to the fact that the second, revised planning program was not followed 
by a participatory consultation process. In his reflective evaluation of the net-
work’s contestational practices, one participant concluded: 

We have not primarily had consultations with the municipality, but ‘actions’ 
one can say. Where we have had a conflictual approach to the new urban core 
project, it has been more of a ‘battle.’ […] We can continue with a confronta-
tional strategy, which is the consequence of our not being able to have normal 
conversations. However, we have the opportunity to remark that we can have 
a different type of dialogue with decision-makers, if they choose another type 
of method, and another approach. In that case, we can have consultation, and 
we can have conversations. But there have been no conversations, it has been 
a confrontation. The confrontations have been productive, they have been clar-
ifying, and so on. Yet, consultation is something different.728  

Network participants have recognized that the municipality operates within 
and not outside the municipal legal space when, for example, political repre-
sentatives refer to the stage of detailed development planning when justifying 
their non-confirmative answers729, and when the project is managed by a pri-
vate architect in the framework of a development company. However, as ex-
pressed in this quote, they also recognized that the municipality’s ‘approach’ 
to local citizens as well as the channels for civil influence arranged in the pro-
ject at least to some degree were characterized by a lack of democratic ac-
countability.730 Especially the management of the project in the development 
company created a situation in which, as one network participant expressed it, 
political leaders were interchangeably “company lords and elected represent-
atives [depending on] how the wind is blowing.”731 Consequently, it was per-
ceived that development matters and planning items were given public status 
in conventional institutional infrastructures after being processed by IC732, 
which, as the previous chapter showed, was also technically true.  

The network therefore took aim at political representatives during the pub-
lic hearings and when authoring public debate articles. Partly as a claim for 

                               
728 Nätverket Trivsam Stadskärna (2018), Coordination Meeting 180924. Quote slightly modi-
fied to enhance readability. Contents are true to the original. 
729 In the 2010 Planning and Building Act, the demand for planning programs to better confirm 
aspects of land use arrangements were lifted out, which is why they to a greater extent can 
function as the municipalities themselves decide. Interview I-17-4; Swedish National Board of 
Housing, Building and Planning (2010), “The Planning and Building Act,” Ref. 2010:900 
730 Nätverket Trivsam Stadskärna (2017), Coordination Meeting 170404 
731 Ibid.  
732 Nätverket Trivsam Stadskärna (2017), Coordination Meeting 170215 
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democracy, as politicians were considered to be “hiding behind” their profes-
sional public officials733, who often presented development contents and rep-
resented the project in public meetings. Partly because it seemed the most 
plausible option, given all the uncertain aspects that characterized the project’s 
management. As shown, these aspects concerned the neglect of previous par-
ticipatory dialogue outcomes and channels for civil influence; economic in-
centives and the aim for cost neutrality; the status and confirmative level of a 
planning program vis-à-vis detailed development plans; and the lack of tech-
nical enquiries, as well as management of the project through a municipal de-
velopment company. 

While IC contributed to a more intricate and less transparent arrangement 
of the new urban core project, such aspects were not only conditioned by the 
company format. In late 2018 and 2019, following IC’s dissolution as an op-
erative company, new planning and development items were produced within 
the new urban core project. As the contestation over the town square had at 
least temporarily reached an end, with more sensitive urban densification pro-
posed in the revised planning program, the focus was now on development of 
the new commuter station area (in direct spatial connection to the town 
square). A ‘letter of intent’ had been signed by the municipality, The Swedish 
Transport Administration, and AMF – a Swedish pension company and inves-
tor that owned properties in the area – for development of new station facilities 
and building rights for additional buildings. This letter of intent constituted an 
agreement to “in a good spirit” look into possible options for the area’s devel-
opment, and pursue a land allocation agreement between the parties without 
the interference of other real estate developers: “a sole right to negotiate with 
the municipality,” as the letter read.734 The network struggled to interpret this 
vague planning artefact, but identified it as highly problematic because it pre-
ceded detailed development processes and effectively excluded the possibility 
for the municipality to evaluate alternative development proposals. They also 
considered AMF’s development proposal – formulated in a specific document 
that was made publicly accessible – for the station area to be incompatible 
with the agreement of ‘town architectural ambitions’ formulated in the letter 
of intent, which presented less defined values such as socially and ecologically 
“sustainable,” “high architectural quality” that “triggers interests,” and “at-
tractive mixed urban environment.” In a written message sent to all political 
representatives of the municipal council, they requested that the council not 
adopt the agreement, suggested that a competition for the station area’s archi-
tectural development be announced, and formulated suggestions for the com-
petition’s criteria. 

                               
733 Nätverket Trivsam Stadskärna (2017), Coordination Meeting 170928 
734 Sundbybergs stad (2018), Kommunstyrelsen, “Intentionsavtal mellan Sundbybergs stad och 
AMF Fastigheter AB avseende fastigheten Sundbyberg 2:78 samt del av fastigheten Sundby-
berg 2:11 vid Ekenbergsvägen/Landsvägeni Sundbyberg,” Ref. KS-0256/2018 



 

 236 

Thus, in this last phase of fieldwork in Sundbyberg conducted for this the-
sis, the network continued their confrontational counter-project, with creative 
counter-stances aimed at specific aspects and contradictions of the new urban 
core project. The project soon became severely delayed, and then a global 
pandemic occurred. In 2022, although in a less overt fashion, network partic-
ipants are ‘actively awaiting’ the municipality’s next move, surely ready to 
demand that the round of consultation for the detailed development plans pro-
vide real opportunities for democratic influence. 

10.2 Concluding discussion 

Pressure from below must therefore also confront the state in its role as organ-
izer of space, as the power that controls urbanization, the construction of build-
ings and spatial planning in general. The state defends class interests while 
simultaneously setting itself above society as a whole, and its ability to inter-
vene in space can and must be turned back against it, by grass-roots opposition, 
in the form of counter-plans and counter-projects designed to thwart strategies, 
plans and programmes imposed from above.735 The possibility of working out 
counter-projects, discussing them with the ‘authorities’ and forcing those au-
thorities to take them into account, is thus a gauge for ‘real’ democracy.736 
(Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space, 1991) 

This chapter has focused on the practices of an activist network formed in 
Central Sundbyberg as a response to development proposals and the municipal 
management of the urban core project, the early process of which – preceding 
the period of the events in this chapter – was introduced and analyzed in the 
previous chapter. With a specific focus on the town square as a site and subject 
of contestation, and public hearings and manifestations as means for contes-
tation, this chapter has explained how the network’s practiced a counter-pro-
ject that ultimately aimed to politicize the new urban core project. That is, to 
proclaim possible, alternative visions for a transformed Central Sundbyberg 
and to demand that seemingly neglected values in development are adhered 
to.  

In conclusion, the network embodied several of the features that Lefebvre 
in The Production of Space – his magnum opus grounded in decades of urban 
commentary, research, and theorization – identified as the viable counter-
stance against the state’s political and bureaucratic control of urbanization, 
and thus the reproduction of capitalist social relations. It is precisely the fact 
that the municipality ‘set itself above society,’ that is, the local communal so-
ciety, that triggered the network’s contestation. Signified not only by the ne-
glect of previously arranged participatory dialogues for local citizens in the 

                               
735 Henri Lefebvre (1991), The Production of Space, p. 383 
736 Ibid. pp. 419-20 
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first version of the planning program, but also by how the new urban core 
project subsequently unfolded. More than a counter-project that ‘twharted’ a 
defined and cohesive strategy of the municipality, the network practiced a 
counter-project that thwarted a largely fragmented or undefined strategy. 
While the inclination toward urban competitive growth and an increasingly 
gentrified Central Sundbyberg remained stable and overarching rationales and 
objectives for the new urban core project (enforcing the post-industrialization 
discussed in the previous chapter), more defined questions concerning project 
management, economic incentives, democratic channels for civil influence, 
and development proposals were handled and processed in an arbitrary and 
contradictory fashion.  

It was because the new urban core project appeared to lack a grounding 
strategy from which to derive planning and development contents that the net-
work was given opportunities to establish a spatial act of resistance. To inter-
vene in and contest the abstract space’s environment of intellectually and sci-
entifically elaborated representations and, in turn, pursue a differential space 
not reduced by objectives for urban growth and gentrification. Indeed, the net-
work’s act of resistance is characterized to a much greater extent by a contes-
tation through conceptual representations than by one in which representa-
tional spaces of meaning, affection, and personal and collective memories are 
at the forefront. Representational spaces largely remain as a backdrop and mo-
tivating factor for network participants, or they are more indirectly or generi-
cally addressed when proclaiming and repeating that Central Sundbyberg 
must remain a ‘pleasant’ town on a ‘modest scale.’ The network aimed to ex-
ploit the contradictions of the new urban core project primarily by decon-
structing official representations of space, which led them to construct their 
own representations of space that directly or indirectly challenged official rep-
resentations. While the network’s physical model of a transformed develop-
ment area is one clarifying example of this, their symbolic, written, and verbal 
communication (as well as internal discussions) constantly centered on the 
defectiveness of the new urban core project. Both as part of its political and 
administrative (non-)management, exemplified by a lack political responsibil-
ity and planning enquiries, and as part of proposed land use arrangements, not 
least exemplified by suggestions to bluntly densify key public sites and de-
velop relatively high-rise buildings in the town.737  

It is therefore not so much the continuation of individual biographies and 
meanings that is the concern of network participants, nor the concern to con-
tinue using specific spaces in specific ways in accordance with individual in-
terests, lifestyles, or needs. It is rather the intellectual and ideological claim 

                               
737 In this sense, the network’s contestation can be said to testify to how a tension and asym-
metry between public planning, political ruling, and economy incentives remained in the project 
following the events analyzed in the previous chapter, where it was explained how the Infra-
structure Company was established as an ‘institutional fix’ to manage development. 
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for a social space to remain differential, that is, to remain consistent with its 
historical mode of production – not defined by comprehensive development 
projects imposing area-level transformation – and to retain its overarching 
spatial characteristics at the scale of a small town – as a logical outcome of 
having respect for the ‘cultural heritage’ and markers of history that Central 
Sundbyberg expresses in its built environments and public spaces. This claim 
for Central Sundbyberg as a social space – a differential spatial product of 
historical social activity – has furthermore been aligned with the intellectual 
and ideological claim for an accountable and inclusive planning process that 
allows such concerns to be expressed, adhered to, and answered. As shown in 
this chapter, this has more specifically concerned the planning programs’ pro-
cesses and the uncertainty about what they do – and should – represent, in-
clude, and determine. Thus, the ‘conflictual approach’ and ‘confrontational 
strategy’ the network practiced have been a means of gaining information and 
practicing influence on a process that was principally aligned with the legis-
lative framework (for democratic participation) given municipalities, yet 
whose ad hoc arrangement and political management by network participants 
have been recognized as lacking from a participatory and democratic perspec-
tive. 

[…] urban activism grows from concrete challenges like density, diversity and 
an imbalance of power among urban stakeholders. These stimulate the devel-
opment of a specifically urban civil sphere […] including place-oriented, de-
mocracy-oriented as well as ‘quality of life’-oriented forms of social engage-
ment and collective action. What seems to be at their core is the question: ‘what 
type of city do we want to live in?’ It embodies opposition to the general trends 
of privatization of public spaces and housing, socio-spatial segregation and 
residents’ lack of access to decision-making influencing their everyday life.738 

With respect to this remark on the current nature of urban activism, the net-
work’s counter-project reflects three common features found in recent exam-
ples of activism (and movements) in other urban contexts. First, it emerged as 
an initiative to ‘protect’ a certain place (Central Sundbyberg) and space (most 
significantly the town square) from an imposed development scheme.739 As 
shown, the protectionism that characterizes the network’s counter-project has 
corresponded to a demand that development be adjusted to the existing spatial 
characteristics of Central Sundbyberg – not a demand that development not 
take place at all. Moreover, as illustrated throughout this thesis, the history of 
Sundbyberg is one of gradual urban development and transformation in ac-
cordance with the current state of capitalism, urbanization, and planning and 
architecture in Stockholm and beyond. The question of development has 

                               
738 Anna Domaradzka (2018), “Urban Social Movements and the Right to the City: An Intro-
duction to the Special Issue on Urban Mobilization,” Voluntas (2018) 
739 Ibid. p. 614 
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therefore never been binary for network participants (preservation vs. trans-
formation). Instead, it has been a matter of ‘degree’ on the scale of the area, 
and a sensitive spatial and architectural approach at the scale of ‘especially 
valuable sites.’ It has, essentially, been a call for spatial ‘difference,’ as the 
threat of spatial ‘homogeneity’ became imposed in the new urban core project. 

Second, the network’s counter-project enforced a tactical interference “to 
weaken profit-oriented logic in a pragmatic, concrete and gradual way” 
through legal tools and participatory practices, rather than aiming for a sub-
versive transformation of intuitional development processes.740 In this sense, 
it manifested Lefebvre’s normative imperative claim to a ‘right to the city’ as 
“[a less radical] claim for developing urban democracy, involving residents in 
decision-making processes and focusing on quality of life in urban areas,” 
which contrasts to the more radical demand for urban justice and resources in 
the sectors of, e.g., housing and public services.741 Aspects of social class have 
thereby been addressed or expressed to a lesser degree by network partici-
pants, due to their more pragmatic approach of contesting development and 
addressing planning issues.742 However, in the context of Sundbyberg’s gen-
trification, the network’s counter-project has indirectly and occasionally di-
rectly reflected a demand that Central Sundbyberg not be completely trans-
formed for a younger middle-class. It has thereby also reflected a demand that 
the older working-class and lower middle-class population (present among 
network participants) not only not be displaced, but also be able to continue 
feel belonging in their hometown. A town, then, which historically developed 
around industries, manual workers’ housing, and a solidary social democracy. 

Third and finally, in a context where radical and imaginative contestational 
practices in inner city areas increasingly have been short-term and “ambigu-
ously stuck between protest and carnival”743 – when practiced by comparably 
privileged and informed citizens (present among network participants) who 
adopt creativity more than resistance as a method of contesting, e.g., the trans-
formation of public spaces – it is important to re-emphasize a key argument 
of this chapter. The network’s creative long-term contestation has served to 
politicize the new urban core project: to open up the urban civil sphere men-
tioned in the quote presented earlier, with the aim being to discuss which qual-
ities and values are taken into account in the project and which are not. Alt-
hough their counter-project has been minimally grounded in the risk of per-
sonal or collective loss in the narrower sense (concerning, e.g., displacement 
                               
740 Ibid. p. 615, 607 
741 Anna Domaradzka (2018), “Urban Social Movements and the Right to the City: An Intro-
duction to the Special Issue on Urban Mobilization,” Voluntas (2018), p. 613; Christian Schmid 
et al. (2014), “Introduction: Theory, not Method – Thinking with Lefebvre,” Urban Revolution 
Now: Henri Lefebvre in Social Research and Architecture, edited by Łukasz Stanek et al., p. 
11 
742 Ibid. p. 609 
743 Margit Mayer (2006), “Contesting the Neoliberalization of Urban Governance,” Contesting 
Neoliberalism: Urban Frontiers, edited by Helga Leitner et. al, p. 97 
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or livelihood), the network’s contestational practices embodied the praxis of 
differential space in the concern for a social space itself: Central Sundbyberg 
as a particular urban environment for everyday life.  

The network’s counter-project politicized the new urban core-project be-
cause it successfully managed to expose the ‘principles’ that separate differ-
ential space from abstract space: quality over quantity, use over exchange 
value, tactics over strategies, difference over homogeneity, and lived over 
conceived. Nevertheless, conceptual practices and representations were, as 
shown, key to the network’s contestation, which aimed to proclaim lived space 
as a forgotten principle in development. By accentuating included and ex-
cluded principles in the new urban core project, an already fragmented strat-
egy could be further exposed for its contradictions. What it ultimately tells us 
is that municipal-led development projects inclined toward urban competitive 
growth and contradictory ad hoc management can be contested based on their 
own measures: the production of knowledge and its representations of space. 
In a relatively small urban municipality such as Sundbyberg, organized local 
activism and contestation echo in the corridors of town hall, forcing elected 
political representatives to be publicly heard concerning their visions for the 
town they govern.  
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11. Final conclusions: Neoliberal localization 
and the social production of space in 
Sundbyberg 

This thesis has explained how Sundbybergs stad – a municipality of 52,000 
inhabitants (in 2019744) located in the Greater Stockholm region, a few kilo-
meters from Stockholm inner city – initiated and unfolded a new paradigm for 
urban planning and development in the 2000s and 2010s. This paradigm was 
fundamentally contingent on nationally, regionally, and locally specific con-
ditions, and it was profoundly characterized by the localization of hybrid 
forms of neoliberalism in institutional development arrangements. 

In its empirical analysis, the thesis firstly presented a historical account of 
a praxis and culture in municipal planning, development, and housing produc-
tion. It was explained how the public housing company, Förvaltaren, was the 
principal and dominant actor. In the 1950s–80s, newly incorporated land north 
of Central Sundbyberg – were the original development of the municipal in-
dustrial town started in the 1870s – was urbanized through Förvaltaren’s de-
velopment of new areas with predominantly residential housing. Then, the de-
regulatory transformation of national housing policies in the 1980s and early 
1990s generated a juncture in this trajectory. At the turn of the 21st century, 
the municipality was in a highly uncertain situation with respect to municipal 
demography and economy: the population slightly decreased during the period 
2000–2004, and problems with financing daily municipal operations were 
pressing. 

The thesis then explained how neoliberal localization – that is, the uneven 
and variegated implementation of neoliberal features in municipal strategic 
and regulatory sectors of planning and development – unfolded both at the 
level of central and strategic political and administrative practice, and at the 
level of institutionally defined and area-based development projects. The five 
empirical chapters (6–10) presented detailed accounts concerning the prac-
tices, relationships between actors, and objectives and discourses, which have 
been center stage when a comparably small city region municipality departed 
from its social democratic heritage and established a neoliberal growth-ori-
ented urban development. These accounts build on a qualitative case study 

                               
744 In 2000, the population was circa 34,000 inhabitants. Thus, the municipal population in-
crease in the 2000s and 2010s – the period this thesis accounts for – is circa 18,000 inhabitants. 
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design, including interviews, ethnographic observations, and archival and reg-
ister resources, which allowed access to insiders’ and participants’ experi-
ences and knowledge as well as official written and visual materials. 

This final chapter is structured as follows. In section 11.1, a summary of 
the central findings concerning how contemporary municipal urban develop-
ment pertains to a localization of neoliberalism is presented. In section 11.2, 
insights and conclusions regarding the creative destruction of neoliberalism 
are further discussed and interrelated. Based on these insights and conclusions, 
empirical contributions to research on neoliberal urbanism are summarized in 
section 11.3. In section 11.4, the focus turns to a discussion of theoretical ap-
plications as well as to the potentials and challenges of adopting Henri 
Lefebvre’s theory of space’s social production. Finally, in section 11.5, sug-
gestions for further research are presented. 

11.1 The localization of neoliberalism in municipal 
urban planning and development: Summary of findings 
The first empirical chapter, chapter 6, answered the first research question: 

Which are the key features of neoliberalism that were localized in central and 
strategic municipal practice and policy in the 2000s and 2010s to pursue mu-
nicipal urban growth? 

The chapter thereby explained how the municipality channelled planning and 
development resources and capacities closer to political leaders of the munic-
ipal executive board in the 2000s and 2010s. This included the establishment 
of new administrative roles and functions, and the adoption of new strategic 
and regulatory planning items for land use adjustments, ultimately as a means 
to communicate with, and enable investments from, market actors. In the his-
torical context of Förvaltaren’s dominance, this was a matter of canalizing 
institutional power within the municipality to, in turn, establish formal agree-
ments as well as informal relationships with real estate developers. As recog-
nized by municipal political leaders and executives, developers needed to be 
convinced that Sundbyberg was at a turning point during, especially, the 
2000s: from that point onwards, political and institutional capacities would be 
used to support market-based developments. In this process, Förvaltaren was 
largely deprived of its mandate for development of new housing (areas). Sim-
ultaneously, the company was assigned new and, for the municipality, func-
tional roles as an intermediate actor for investments in land and buildings, as 
well as for the release of owned land and buildings to enable market invest-
ments. In this sense, the existing public housing structure as well as Förvalta-
ren’s strong equity became tools for the municipality in new market-based 
development schemes.  
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A distinct neoliberal feature of new power relationships in the municipality 
was the mobilization of entrepreneurial discourses in the two most recent mu-
nicipal comprehensive plans (2010/13 and 2017), presenting strategic land use 
intentions. These rationalized municipal strategies for territorial development 
and urbanization with reference to regional urban dynamics and the municipal 
responsibility for contributing to growth at the regional scale (‘The Capital of 
Scandinavia’745). It introduced a focus on potential (as compared to the exist-
ing) inhabitants and visitors to justify urban investments. Moreover, recent 
comprehensive plans handled the question of Sundbyberg’s urban and spatial 
‘identity’ as a feature that is created in correspondence with new urban invest-
ments and transformation of the built environment. This constitutes a signifier 
for a discursive re-representation. In contrast to later plans, the 1991 and 2001 
comprehensive plans articulated ‘identity’ as a feature pertaining to 
Sundbyberg as a particular, historically produced social space, which ‘tradi-
tional’ environment must be maintained in correspondence with existing in-
habitants’ needs and desires. 

Then, chapters 7–9 answered the second research question:  

How and why were Stora Ursvik, Hallonbergen, and Central Sundbyberg tar-
geted by development projects, and what characterizes the neoliberal hybridity 
of the institutional arrangements of these? 

By analyzing three distinct projects for the development of Stora Ursvik, Hal-
lonbergen, and Central Sundbyberg, it was thereby explained how neoliberal-
ism was localized in concrete instances of municipal development. The chap-
ters revealed how a neoliberal hybridity was produced in these processes, as 
crucial aspects such as planning interventions, relationships between actors, 
collaborative frameworks, and joint investments appeared in new forms and 
expressions. The municipality navigated and assessed several conditions – 
such as land ownership patterns, current land uses, and developable sites – and 
established certain institutional arrangements that differently relied on market 
mechanisms to pursue certain development objectives and manage certain 
planning tasks. 

In Hallonbergen, the municipality aimed for (and eventually succeeded 
with) decentralized development, including land allocation contracts with sev-
eral real estate developers and the sales of the centrum district, as the munici-
pality recognized that private capital investments were deemed necessary to 
change the layout and land use activities of the area. Political leaders and mu-
nicipal public official professionals conceived of Hallonbergen as a ‘problem-
atic’ area with respect to its monolithic built environments and everyday social 
activities, characterized by little or vague uses of public spaces and elements 
of criminality. Correspondingly, the ultimate objective of the municipality 

                               
745 An official business slogan used for Stockholm. 
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was (and in 2022 still is) to transform its sociospatial composition. From the 
perspective of development stakeholders, attracting more middle-class groups 
in tenant-owned housing, attractive commercial establishments, and architec-
tural and spatial solutions that increase urban density, mix land uses, and en-
hance safety in public spaces, constituted the brew of neoliberal implementa-
tions. In tandem, these were conceived to support a new and revitalized public 
‘image’ of Hallonbergen, and to change ‘people’s behavior’ in key public 
spaces (reiterating keywords given by development stakeholders in inter-
views). With such objectives, Förvaltaren’s inherited land ownership in the 
area enabled the municipality to deploy an area-level development strategy 
across several plots and sites, which were distributed to real estate investors. 
Together, they proposed a substantial, ongoing urban transformation and gen-
trification, which, e.g., is reflected in a substantially increased share of tenant-
owned housing, and a decreased share of public rental housing, in the area. 

The development of Stora Ursvik was arranged in a more arbitrary fashion, 
in the sense that a few general and legally vague agreements between the land-
owning municipality and real estate developers functioned as a broader frame-
work to collectively develop the area. This was done in pursuit of the over-
arching municipal objective of transforming municipal demography to, in 
turn, enhance municipal taxing power. Stora Ursvik was especially suitable 
for this project because the area contained essentially no prior population or 
urban infrastructures, which meant that new planning items largely could de-
clare and determine completely new land use arrangements. The municipality 
used the tools provided by the planning monopoly to establish and strengthen 
joint responsibilities in development, not least related to co-financing the de-
velopment of public spaces and infrastructures and certain development costs. 
However, the municipality’s role was much more a matter of managing than 
regulating development, for example in various project groups. The munici-
pality and real estate developers were aligned in their preferences for tenant-
owned apartment buildings (and to a lesser extent single-family housing). 
Tenant-owned housing was, for purely economic reasons, by far the most lu-
crative housing category for both the municipality and private developers. 
Moreover, the municipality aimed for the production of bigger apartments 
than the existing municipal housing structure offered, and generally consid-
ered homeownership tenure as a means to attract middle-class family house-
holds, not least for their importance to revive the municipal economy given 
the conditions of the Swedish municipal financial equalization system. Thus, 
development proceeded despite the fact that certain objectives – not least that 
of developing an area of mixed land use activities, including not only residen-
tial housing but workplaces, key public sites such as a local square, and social 
and commercial services – still remained largely unfulfilled in the late 2010s, 
almost 20 years after development was initiated. 

The development of Central Sundbyberg (the original municipal industrial 
town) in the new urban core project, finally, was not decentralized or opened 
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up to market investments in the period this thesis accounts for (2014–2018). 
The conditions for the project – the siting of a surface-level railway in tunnels 
underground, and an agreement and partnership with the Swedish Transport 
Administration – contributed to it being a highly complex project with respect 
to technical planning aspects, regulatory frameworks, and collaborative struc-
tures. Initially, political leaders and public official executives did not establish 
sufficient institutional infrastructures for the project to be managed at all, but 
instead focused on various events and creative participatory projects to present 
the development area as a lucrative spatial asset (at that stage, value was sym-
bolic rather than strictly monetary). Subsequently (2015–2017), the munici-
pality operated the project in a municipal development company for the pur-
pose of consolidating the power of the municipal executive board (which the 
company board mirrored), and of enabling ‘efficient’ management (following, 
then, a period with practically no managerial or regulatory management at all). 
This organizational format moreover included that a private architect was ap-
pointed as project manager, and this manager’s knowledge, preferences, and 
methods had a great influence on the production of the project’s first planning 
program. Ultimately, in the wake of publicly expressed dissatisfaction with 
development ideas and proposals in the program (as expressed, e.g., in its 
round of consultation), the company was dissolved, and planning was consol-
idated in more conventional institutional relays for the production of a second, 
revised planning program, released in 2018.   

Chapter 10, finally, answered the third research question: 

Which tactical contestational practices did local inhabitants deploy to influence 
the development of Central Sundbyberg in the period 2016-2019? 

Chapter 10 explained how an activist network, formed by inhabitants of Cen-
tral Sundbyberg, constituted a long-term counter-project to the new urban core 
project. With a specific focus on the network’s public actions and concern for 
the town square in Central Sundbyberg, the chapter revealed how neoliberal-
infused development can be contested and influenced by exposing its contra-
dictions and inconsistences. For example, the networked challenged the rela-
tionship between economic principles of cost neutrality and a high degree of 
development at publically valuable sites such as the town square; the indeter-
minate status of planning items and processes; and the municipal neglect of 
the outcomes of participatory dialogues. On the one hand, practices of contes-
tation made use of formal forums, such as authoring a response to a planning 
program in its consultation round, and attending political meetings. On the 
other hand, informal forums were created through public actions. Public hear-
ings of political motives in development have been one type of public action 
that, for the network, has been purposeful in highlighting diverging viewpoints 
on development matters. Both between civilians and politicians, and between 
the politicians of the municipal executive board and oppositional politicians. 
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In essence, the network requested that Central Sundbyberg be approached as 
a particular social space with certain historically produced characteristics. 
Not, then, as a zone-planned suburban space that in any simple way can be 
redeveloped in accordance with principles of competitive urbanism and polit-
ical and administrative efficiency. This, the chapter argued, allowed a re-po-
liticization of a de-politicized development project.   

11.2 Neoliberalism as creative destruction: Insights and 
conclusions 
In this section, several additional insights are discussed concerning the crea-
tive destruction of neoliberal localization in contemporary urban development 
in Sundbyberg. Here, observations and conclusions belonging to this thesis’ 
empirical chapters will be discussed to extend the discussion of the findings 
in this thesis.  

Section 11.2.1 expands on the moment of reconfiguration of municipal in-
stitutional infrastructures in urban development, and draws conclusions on 
how the sector of public planning has been both a subject and object in these 
processes. Section 11.2.2 illustrates how the moments of creative destruction 
of municipal urban housing markets, on the one hand, and built environments 
and urban form, on the other, have been aligned in municipal urban growth 
strategies. Section 11.2.3 focuses on the re-representation of municipal areas 
in official municipal development discourses, and explains how consistent ar-
chitectural principles generate different development proposals and ‘solu-
tions’ dependent on the sociospatial characteristics of the targeted area. Sec-
tion 11.2.4, finally, elaborates on the potential to re-politicize neoliberal urban 
development through grassroots contestation. 

11.2.1 The ad hoc (re)configuration of municipal institutional 
infrastructures 
The reconfiguration of institutional infrastructures for central municipal ad-
ministrative practice enforced a consolidation of planning power in the mu-
nicipality, in the context of Förvaltaren’s previous dominant influence in such 
matters. Ultimately, this expressed a consolidation of political power, when 
new administrative capacities were institutionalized close to the municipal ex-
ecutive board, where the main purpose was to execute new political objectives 
for urban growth. Area-specific projects extended from this central configu-
ration of municipal infrastructures, and as planning and adjustments of land 
use arrangements ultimately are processed and determined in these projects 
before decisions are confirmed in municipal committees and the council, the 
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projects are what primarily produced the creative destruction of municipal ur-
ban planning and development. 

A first main conclusion in this thesis is that neoliberal localization pro-
duced creative arrangements of institutional infrastructures and relays for col-
laborative and decentralized development that did not to such a great extent 
‘dismantle’ the hierarchical local administration or ‘assault’ traditional chan-
nels of local democratic accountability (aspects this thesis’ theory on neolib-
eralism incorporates). Rather, ad hoc and project-specific institutional relays 
often obscured everyday development and planning operations and proce-
dures, as they were based in or derived from more or less defined and inter-
pretable project groups, administrative roles and functions, agreements, and 
relationships between actors. Networked forms of governance and public-pri-
vate partnerships, as well as outsourced production of planning items to con-
sultancy firms, in development projects to a degree replaced municipal ‘in-
house’ work and arrangements of planning and development. However, they 
were simultaneously additional measures that technically did not circum-
scribe legal demands on planning to be overtly and publicly registered and 
accounted for – on certain occasions. Development and planning outcomes 
advance to conventional political committees and ultimately to the municipal 
council for confirmation and occasionally, as strategic and regulatory planning 
proposals, to public consultation. Decentralized neoliberal development thus 
become an overt and transparent process primarily through outputs and pro-
posals, and in the form of land allocation agreements, framework agreements, 
action plans, or some other artefact, which may be more or less customary or 
exceptional in the Swedish planning context. Although actors in development 
conceive of such artefacts and institutional infrastructures as instrumental and 
logical responses given a number of development conditions and objectives, 
they raise the degree of intricacy of development and blur patterns of influence 
and public interests. 

These observations reveal that market mechanisms ultimately accentuate 
the conflicting interests of different actors and social groups. Therefore, it is 
no surprise that early planning outputs for the development of Hallonbergen-
Ör and, especially, Central Sundbyberg triggered dismay and contestation in 
the civil sphere once officially released for public viewing. In the case of Cen-
tral Sundbyberg, the outcomes of two participatory dialogues were effectively 
neglected once the project took a neoliberal turn by, practically, being out-
sourced to a municipal development company and a private architect manager 
not accustomed to public and democratic accountability procedures.  

In such contexts, the public consultation rounds that are legally required of 
municipalities, the purpose of which is to gather and respond to external opin-
ions on planning and development proposals, remain highly important to con-
fronting state and public actors as organizers of development and, ultimately, 
organizers of space. For example, the activist network in Central Sundbyberg 
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initially authored a critical response in the public consultation of the first ver-
sion of the planning program for the new urban core project and, thereafter, 
extended their contestational practices to non-institutional means and forums.  

However, as the analysis of Hallonbergen’s development showed, addi-
tional and exceptional channels for participation and dialogue can also be in-
tegrated as part of a development that relies on decentralized arrangements 
and the sales of municipally owned land and buildings. In that particular case, 
policies and regulatory demands for long-term ‘social sustainability’ actions 
were infused in a decentralized and market-oriented project including several 
land allocation agreements and developers. While such measures may be rec-
ognized as contributing certain valuable outcomes to local society, it is also a 
municipal measure used to tone down the market orientation and political sen-
sitivity of Hallonbergen’s development, and to align all developers in the task 
of ‘upgrading’ the area’s sociospatial composition. This conclusion resonates 
with previous research arguing that mixed-community discourse is primarily 
a “hegemonic neoliberal project” that justifies investments in deprived areas 
through a “diversification rhetoric”746, and that communicative planning ide-
als and participatory governance ultimately are part of co-opted strategies to 
legitimize neoliberal localization and install market logics.747  

One aspect of this is that neoliberal localization differently subsumed the 
sector of public planning as an object and tool, or subject and victim, in de-
velopment arrangements. The ‘degree’ of neoliberal localization, on the one 
hand, and the relative function and impact of public planning as a strategic, 
developmental, regulatory sector, on the other, did not follow a pre-set for-
mula. While differences between the projects analyzed in this thesis cannot 
easily be compared due to their many phases and mutations over the longer 
term (and due to the analysis’ different focus on diachronic and synchronic 
variation), three main conclusions on the municipal management of planning 
can be made.  

First, public planning became a locus of central and strategic political and 
administrative practice from the 2000s onwards: planning items were ’hard 
currency’ in communicating with real estate developers and formally support-
ing their investments. As one interviewed planner bluntly put it, planning was 
“established as a political instrument” and, as such, has been very much 
“growth centered.” The story of the municipal public housing company’s de-
valuation in the 2000s and 2010s depicted in this thesis not only reflects, but 
also builds on, the strengthening of planning and development capacities close 
to municipal political leaders.  

                               
746 Sonia Arbaci & Ian Rae (2013), “Mixed-Tenure Neigbourhoods in London: Policy Myth or 
Effective Device to Allievate Deprevation?, ”International Journal of Urban and Regional Re-
search, Vol. 37.2, p. 452 
747 Nazem Tahvilzadeh (2015), “Understanding participatory governance arrangements in ur-
ban politics: idealist and cynical perspectives on the politics of citizen dialogues in Göteborg, 
Sweden”, Urban Research & Practice, 8:2 
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Second, this was ultimately reflected in the chapters describing Stora 
Ursvik’s and Hallonbergen’s development. Planning items were produced and 
adopted to support decentralized development processes. In the Stora Ursvik-
project, the in-depth comprehensive plan became a tool to announce, institu-
tionalize, and initiate long-term co-governance based in shared land owner-
ship and mutual obligations that were further explicated in additional agree-
ments. In Hallonbergen’s development, the in-depth comprehensive plan be-
came a tool and an official ‘game plan’ for announcing co-development of and 
attracting additional investors to a less centralized and more distributed ar-
rangement. In fact, both these in-depth comprehensive plans were co-pro-
duced by the municipality and collaborating real estate developers from the 
outset. Subsequently, public planning interventions were expressed through 
more specific artefacts that narrowed down and explicated certain precondi-
tions, objectives, agreements, and so on, including both detailed development 
plans and more unconventional regulatory documents such as a ‘sales pro-
spect’ for Hallonbergen’s central district. In some of these, regulatory public 
planning extended into new public management incentive structures, in the 
form of ‘demands’ and ‘responsibilities’ put on developers that acquire and 
develop land and real estate, which has been a type of secondary intervention 
in market-dependent, managerial development arrangements. 

For example, the change of pace in Hallonbergen’s development generated 
by real estate developers’ more recent (2015 onwards) investments in land and 
real estate derive from many years of preparatory planning work and items to 
politically and administratively channel these investments. In this context, the 
long-term and holistic planning perspective came to be, as the interviewed 
municipal planners perceived it, circumscribed due to political leaders’ incli-
nation to administratively support rapid investments once real estate develop-
ers were willing to invest, following the extended period in which they did not 
pursue fulfillment of their initial agreements. Consequently, a managerial and 
partly scattered development arrangement unfolded in the mid- and late-
2010s, with many land allocation processes and real estate developers present. 
The sale of Hallonbergen’s central district – which built on an initial agree-
ment concerning a (quantitative) degree and volume of development, and gen-
erally formulated incentives and demands for ‘social sustainability’ – was a 
black box for public planners during this period. How and when administra-
tive public planners would gain access to the process, collaborate with Balder 
(the new owner), and practice planning, when several planning and spatial 
variables were ‘locked in’ a rapidly produced ad hoc framework with vague 
legal implications, remained highly uncertain.  

However, while neoliberal localization increasingly positioned public plan-
ning as its subject under the political will to rapidly administrate for and dis-
tribute market investments, key planning items were consistently public-pri-
vate collaborative products, produced not only in collaboration with real estate 
developers, but also private consultancy services.  
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In this context, public planning became an object and tool especially with 
the implementation of participatory dialogues in Hallonbergen. Ultimately, 
this extended as demands put on real estate developers’ long-term investments 
in social sustainability aspects, and the establishment of groups with various 
local interested parties in development (including civil society representa-
tives).  Such measures essentially enhanced the local, public legitimacy of the 
comprehensive, neoliberal transformation of Hallonbergen. 

In the project for Stora Ursvik’s development, agreements for the munici-
pality and private developers to co-finance public spaces and infrastructures 
were made in the context of the project’s economically lucrative conditions. 
The comprehensive urbanization of an essentially non-urbanized area (previ-
ously confined to military training), was one aspect of this. Another aspect 
was that the development framework derived from a few principal agreements 
that overall supported private developers’ interests, not least the development 
of homeownership housing. In unison, such aspects made Stora Ursvik – as 
one municipal public official expressed it to me in an interview – ‘a sugar 
lump’ for developers’ investments. The municipality partly strengthened reg-
ulatory planning conditions along the way to reduce the negative impact of 
market actors’ overly speculative investments in land. However, the unidi-
mensionality of the land use activities and the major delay in development of 
key public sites signify the neoliberal subjection and little impact of public 
planning in Stora Ursvik’s development. 

Ultimately, these evidences from development of Hallonbergen and Stora 
Ursvik not least underscore previous conclusions on the risk of a democratic 
deficit due to the neoliberalization of planning in Sweden:  

The use of the municipal land instrument is regarded as a contractual, or legal, 
matter between a municipality and a developer, rather than as a democratic 
issue of concern to the public. In the long run, the use of the municipal land 
instrument under the current institutional conditions risks undermining democ-
racy in general, and the legitimacy of the planning system in particular.748 

A third main conclusion concerning the municipal management of public 
planning derives from the analysis of the new urban core project in Central 
Sundbyberg: decentralized development arrangements are not a prerequisite 
for planning to be subjected to neoliberal localization. The project did not rely 
on early market investments, land allocations, and public-private partnerships. 
Nevertheless, the de-prioritization of public planning among municipal polit-
ical leaders and executives was constant at least until the work with the sec-
ond, revised planning program, circa five years after the project was 
‘achieved’ through a deal with the Swedish Transport Administration. An es-
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sentially non-institutional setting for public planning to be exercised was ef-
fectively maintained for years. Initially because the municipal executive board 
and public official executives prioritized creative participatory events focused 
on attractive urban (inner city-like) qualities of the development area as a spa-
tial asset, resulting in the appointed planning architect749 having no actual, ef-
fective mandate to pursue planning tasks. Subsequently, as the project man-
agement was canalized in a municipal development company lead by a private 
project manager, the influence of municipal public planners remained low. 
Thus, the fact that the new urban core project derived from an economically 
less stable ground than, e.g., Hallonbergen’s development, given lesser mu-
nicipal landownership in the area as well as fewer developable surfaces (for 
housing particularly), extended into the sector of planning as the question of 
cost-neutrality became politically sensitive. Tensions between economic and 
planning values and incentives, broken development time frames, and ampli-
fied civil dismay with the development’s proposals and democratic accounta-
bility, are central outcomes of the neoliberal hybridity of the new urban core 
project’s institutional fix.  

The current variegations of neoliberal localization in Sundbyberg consti-
tute something new. However, it is also important to emphasize that the epoch 
of Förvaltaren (1950s–1980s) was characterized by the entrepreneurial gov-
ernance of an organizational actor, which practically constituted the municipal 
town building office. An office, then, that managed all stages of urban devel-
opment in close correspondence with the municipal executive board (for a 
long time, they were one and the same). Like neoliberal co-governance, the 
division between municipality and company was fine grained in everyday 
practice and implementations. The main difference was that Förvaltaren in this 
period acted on a socially informed political mandate to develop not housing 
per se, but affordable housing in areas providing ‘modern’ living conditions 
across several domains of social life and the urban infrastructures that bind 
them (not least relating to the automobile). The task and objective of Förval-
taren was, in other words, the production of local environments in an emerging 
modern society. The task and objective of actors in neoliberal development 
arrangements derive from much narrower concerns relating to a “coercive 
pressure on cities to keep up with – or get a step ahead of – the competition 
[…]”750, and “an extremely narrow urban policy repertoire” of investment-
supportive infrastructures and urban renewal projects.751  

Thus, save for the 1990s, urban growth has remained a consistent municipal 
objective from the end of WWII until today. The key difference is that, in the 
2000s and 2010s, the municipality has been an actor embedded in and condi-
tioned by new social relations of the urban context. In this period, political 
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750 Jamie Peck & Adam Tickell (2002), ”Neoliberalizing space,” Antipode, pp. 394-395 
751 Ibid. 
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leaders and other municipal stakeholders have sought to ‘catch up’ with 
nearby municipalities, not least Solna and Stockholm.752 These had earlier and 
more thoroughly adjusted institutional infrastructures and urban policies to 
support market-based developments and, e.g., increased the share of tenant-
owned housing in the municipalities. Sundbyberg was conceived as ‘stagnant’ 
and, in a demeaning way, ‘social democratic’ in the market sector of develop-
ers in Greater Stockholm. It is in this context the consolidation of political 
power and administrative capacities in the municipality became a measure to 
declare that the tide has turned: Sundbyberg provides geographically attractive 
locations, and market actors’ interests and investments will gain rapid and 
long-term political and administrative support.  

11.2.2 Reconstructing urban housing markets and the 
transformation of built environments and urban form: Neoliberal 
moments aligned 
The reconstruction of municipal urban housing markets, on the one hand, and 
transformation of the built environment and urban form, on the other (two 
moments of neoliberal localization presented in the theory chapter, section 
4.1.1.2), have been aligned in the creative destruction of neoliberal localiza-
tion. More than half of the municipal population were tenants in Förvaltaren’s 
housing estates in the 1990s, and the ratio of rental to tenant-owned apart-
ments differed substantially between municipal areas. In this context, Förval-
taren simultaneously became – by virtue of being a municipal housing com-
pany and owner of land and housing estates – a problem to be solved and a 
tool to be used. Following a similar logic as the sector of public planning in a 
neoliberally infused development arrangement, Förvaltaren has been both a 
subject and object of neoliberal localization. In acquisition and sales of land 
and real estate (enabled by Förvaltaren’s strong financial equity), the company 
intermediately supported municipal financial strategies to re-invest in devel-
opment projects and urban infrastructures, execute value transfer schemes be-
tween municipal daughter companies, and restore municipal capital. As an 
owner of housing estates in Ör, Rissne, and, especially, Hallonbergen, Förval-
taren has been instrumental in the specific renewal strategies enforced by the 
municipality, as well as in pursuing policy objectives of mixing housing ten-
ure in all municipal areas – not least a policy measure to mix up local popula-
tion compositions. Förvaltaren has thereby supported its own subjection to 
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neoliberalism in these processes. A result, then, of strategies that included both 
the dismantling of the public rental housing structure in particular areas – en-
forced by policy-driven tenure conversions in the 2000s and 2010s – and the 
nearly discontinued development of new public rental housing across the mu-
nicipality (merely 24 apartments were developed by Förvaltaren from start to 
finish in this period).  

In Hallonbergen, strategic development objectives to make the area attrac-
tive for middle-class groups seamlessly aligned reconstruction of the local 
housing market and the transformation of the built environment and urban 
form: these moments of creative destruction have been conceptualized as mu-
tually reinforcing. Real estate developers’ investment in the local housing 
market has been conceived of as contributing three important development 
features. First, development of tenant-owned housing apartments. Second, ur-
ban densification and architectural implementations that transform the ‘prob-
lematic Million Programme layout’ of a satellite suburb into a truly ‘urban 
layout.’ This new layout is intended to sustain social flows in and between 
sites (of housing, commerce and services, and workplaces), invite meaningful 
social activities, and direct public attention to demarcated public spaces – a 
supposed remedy for a static local social life and criminal elements. Third, 
outsourcing of long-term development and management responsibility of pub-
licly important but – according to development stakeholders – currently dys-
functional spaces, from Förvaltaren to private developers. The arrangement of 
a competition for private real estate developers’ so-called ‘idea concepts’ to 
‘win’ the purchase of Hallonbergen’s central district and the sole right to its 
development, exemplify the belief that new actors – not the municipal public 
housing company – bring with them the resources, ideas, and knowledge 
needed to create a comprehensively renewed and gentrified Hallonbergen. The 
belief that investments in built environments and an influx of middle-class 
inhabitants and visitors ‘trickle-down’ as positive benefits to an existing pop-
ulation has been an underlying rationale in the development of especially Hal-
lonbergen. This belief extends to concerns about developing, as one inter-
viewed architect expressed it, ‘differentiated places’ to allow different ‘ways 
of being’ within the area. 

While Hallonbergen, in this sense, has been approached as a problem per 
se, Stora Ursvik has rather been approached as a municipal spatial asset that 
may be utilized to transform the overall municipal housing market and, ac-
cordingly, the municipal population structure. Unlike Hallonbergen, the de-
velopment of Stora Ursvik has not managed pre-existing problems and issues 
pertaining to land use, built environments, and everyday social life. The ob-
jective of attracting, especially, younger middle-class families to the area re-
sulted in generic and stereotypical spatial and architectural ideas and proposals 
in development as well as in one-sided land use post-development. Just as 
development stakeholders recognized, the key component of Stora Ursvik’s 
urbanization and growth has been that it offered an opportunity for middle-
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class people to make housing investments. That is, to make their ‘housing ca-
reers’ during a period of rapidly increasing apartment prices in Greater Stock-
holm.  

Hallonbergen, on the other hand, is ultimately an example of comprehen-
sive urban renewal through dispossession of public assets. Förvaltaren’s in-
herited ownership of land and buildings, at an intersection with a substantial 
degree of developable spaces within the comparably open area, precondi-
tioned and enabled a municipal re-investment strategy in which plots and 
building rights could be sold and distributed as part of an area-level renewal 
project. Hence, adding to previous case study research on the neoliberalization 
of the municipal land policies in Sweden, the municipality took the dual role 
as a planning authority and landowner that subsidised investment costs for 
developers with a view to counteract negative effects of Hallonbergen’s public 
and ‘commercial’ status.753 

Ultimately, both these projects have been similar in that housing markets 
have been a precondition to ‘attract corporate investment in order to reconfig-
ure local land-use patterns’ (a creative moment of neoliberal localization). 
However, sociospatial implications have been much stronger and destructive 
of previous conditions in Hallonbergen than in the previously scarcely urban-
ized Stora Ursvik. In Hallonbergen, this creative moment rolled forward the 
gentrification frontier, north of Central Sundbyberg: a municipal-led gentrifi-
cation process that consisted of mixing tenure, population groups, adding new 
‘attractive’ establishments that stimulate social flows and movement, and 
transforming the area’s urban form through densification.  

11.2.3 Re-representing the urban: Mobilizing discourses for 
urban renewal 
Hallonbergen’s renewal and gentrification have been concerned with public 
discourse: to ‘de-stigmatize’ the area by ‘investing it away’ from the Police 
Authority’s official list of vulnerable areas characterized by criminal activity, 
and to reduce the impact of the Million Homes Programme as an inherited 
spatial landscape in public perceptions of Hallonbergen. As was showed in 
section 8.2, Hallonbergen’s renewal incorporated an architectural ‘new urban-
ism’ in the planning and development discourse, aiming for dense, mixed-use, 
block-structure environments in which the layout and function of public 
spaces (including sidewalks, streets, smaller parks and squares, and commer-
cial zones) should generate ‘socially sustainable’ flows and patterns of every-
day life. Given Hallonbergen’s existing environment, characterized by large-
scale lamellas in straight angles and large, open spaces in between them, ‘new 
urbanism’ is presented as an architectural antidote. Moreover, as Balder, the 
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developer that won the purchase of the centrum district, expressed in its win-
ning ‘idea concept,’ a new ‘image’ of the area is needed. One that is repre-
sented by a greater ‘academic element,’ while maintaining the positive con-
notations of being culturally diverse, which entailed the potential business op-
portunity of multicultural foodstuffs. The re-representation of Hallonbergen 
has thus reflected a destructive moment of discursive production of social and 
spatial problems and challenges in the area, which aligned with a creative mo-
ment of discursive production – a re-representation – that highlighted the 
transformative potentials of changing the ‘layout’ and the overall sociospatial 
composition of the area. 

The re-representation of Central Sundbyberg has struck a different chord. 
The area’s built environments and urban form have been approached much 
less as a problem than as a valuable quality and ‘unique resource’ to be fully 
realized in the new urban core project. The destructive moment of re-repre-
sentation mainly pertains to the surface railway as a spatially dividing ‘barrier’ 
and to the competitive pressure from surrounding locations for visitors and 
consumer attention. As both statistical data on economic dispositions of the 
local population and municipal investment projects highlight, the gentrifica-
tion of Central Sundbyberg has been ongoing in the 2000s and 2010s. The 
new urban core project therefore does not aim to turn a trajectory around, but 
to amplify it. Thus, when a former chairperson of the municipal executive 
board rationalized the development in Central Sundbyberg with the expression 
‘more Sundbyberg in Sundbyberg,’ he was accentuating a municipally pre-
dominant preference for architectural ‘new urbanism’ in a specific spatial set-
ting already characterized by block and grid-street structures, mixed land use 
activities, comparably high urban density, and so on. In turn, this preference 
builds on the recognition that was not least represented in the 2010/13 and 
2017 comprehensive plans: there is a lack of genuinely urban and inner city-
like places outside Stockholm inner city.  

Thus, in the competitive context for consumers, residents, and workplace 
localizations among Stockholm municipalities, the municipality develops and 
represents its original, historical area as a particular and ‘odd’ alternative – 
one of an urban outdoor public milieu that contrasts with generic suburban 
structures of spatial functional separation and indoor consumer malls. A main 
conclusion concerning the creative destruction of neoliberalism is correspond-
ingly that the spatial and architectural principles of Sundbyberg’s contempo-
rary development have strongly favored the development of ‘urbanity’ and 
‘city-like’ environments – but that such principles have been integrated into 
radically different discourses and development objectives in Central 
Sundbyberg as compared to Hallonbergen. This conclusion further emphasize 
how relatively consistent and standardized ideas about how to create socially 
‘sustainable’ urban environments through urban density and mixed land uses 
contribute different discursive formations depending on the social and spatial 
characteristics of targeted areas.  
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11.2.4 Contesting neoliberalism in the civil sphere: A matter of 
re-politicizing municipal development 
A key feature of neoliberalism is that it is de-politicizing. This argument en-
tails that rationales, values, and objectives focusing on competitive urban 
growth have aligned oppositional political representatives and parties as well 
other actors and stakeholders in development. “The desire for collaboration 
and win-win solutions have tended to circumscribe debate and depoliticize the 
politics of place making,” a recent summary of the current state of spatial 
planning reads.754 In different ways, the conclusions concerning the creative 
destruction of neoliberalism in Sundbyberg presented earlier resonate with 
this recognition, and the empirical observations presented throughout the the-
sis ultimately illustrate an encompassing political consensus around the new 
paradigm for municipal urban growth. A political diversion between left- and 
right-wing parties around tenure conversions may be recognized as an excep-
tion, although statistical data show that tenure conversions have been made 
during the lead of different political constellations. Indeed, development pro-
jects derived from municipal representatives’ assurance to real estate investors 
that there is a political consensus among the municipal council to continue to 
support development (through planning items, land allocations, build rights, 
etc.) in the longer term.  

Moreover, the final empirical chapter (Chapter 10) speaks directly to this 
recognition of de-politicization – but from the other angle. Centering on local 
inhabitants’ efforts to contest the objectives and contents of the new urban 
core project in Central Sundbyberg, it illustrated how activism became a 
means to challenge and (publicly) expose how the project built on some ra-
tionales, values, and objectives, while neglecting others. In their concern for 
specific public sites and spaces – not least the town square – as well as for the 
overarching sociospatial characteristics of Central Sundbyberg, activists’ con-
testation aimed both at processual and managerial aspects of development, and 
at land use proposals produced in the project. Correspondingly, their contes-
tation posed two interrelated demands to challenge the neoliberal features of 
the project in two interrelated ways. First, they demanded that Central 
Sundbyberg be recognized and, in development, approached as a space in-
scribed by the passing of time: as a particular and historical social space that 
contains a number of unique characteristics, as well as a number of important 
public functions as an urban and public town. Second, they demanded that the 
development project’s objectives and practices derive from this fact, which is 
the opposite of managing the project as a present and temporary economic 
problem, on the one hand, and a spatial opportunity and ‘asset’ for urban re-
newal, on the other. 
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Such demands were enforced in (concrete) methods of influence and con-
testation that were successful in re-politicizing the project: in formal channels 
of influence (e.g., the planning program’s consultation round) and informal 
channels of influence (e.g., in initiated public actions, such as the real-time 
hearing of political motives in public venues with an audience of civil at-
tendees and local media). Because the new urban core project was prone to a 
number of contradictions and inconsistences on interrelated levels of manage-
ment (not least signified by the re-establishment and subsequent dissolution 
of a municipal development company) and development proposals and visions 
(discourse expressed in development artefacts), activists contested the project 
on its own grounds. Essentially, this meant that they mirrored planning and 
development aspects and outcomes back at the municipality, to expose them 
as selective and biased in accordance with certain principles and objectives. 
This, which I theoretically argued should be understood as tactical interfer-
ence in the new urban core project’s abstract space, included a number of cre-
ative measures. For example, activists constructed a physical model envision-
ing the development area post-development, which was a direct counter-
stance to the municipality’s own physical model constructed earlier, and a 
means to publicly represent the possibility of difference.  

Professional experts most often represented the new urban core project in 
various official events attended by activists, inhabitants, and other interested 
parties. In this context, activists’ own initiated means of influence and contes-
tation centered on political representatives in an attempt to decipher and ex-
tract actually diverging viewpoints and perspectives on the new urban core 
project, and its intended intervention in an everyday lived social space. Re-
politicization of the project thus also included the search for a variety of stand-
points in the municipal council, which was, not least, a method to put pressure 
on majority leaders in the context of the then forthcoming 2018 political elec-
tion (which generated a shift in the majority). Additionally, it included a de-
mand that the status and function of planning and development items, enquir-
ies, agreements, and more, be clarified. This became another tactical means of 
interference as such aspects were handled ad hoc and arbitrarily, and adopted 
as a political measure to postpone the stage of development when the munic-
ipality may be held accountable for planning outcomes.  

11.3 Empirical contributions to the research and 
literature on neoliberal urbanism 
If neoliberalism is prone to contradictions when localized in institutionally 
and spatially specific settings – perhaps especially so in Swedish and Nordic 
urban contexts where new market-oriented growth strategies have been ob-
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served to, at least occasionally, side with maintained social and welfare inten-
tions in planning755 – a first contribution of this thesis is that it has highlighted 
how such processes can also produce opportunities for civil and democratic 
influence beyond certain obligated instances. In the case drawn upon in this 
thesis, local inhabitants approached the totality of a major, long-term devel-
opment project to expose the interrelationships between project management 
and planning and development outcomes in its extended (and ongoing) period 
of operation. Mirroring the project back to itself at every processual stage, 
activists were able to challenge the political representatives and professional 
public officials by raising questions of and contesting the interrelationship be-
tween economic incentives, development arrangements, land use proposals, 
and, ultimately, the aspect of (Central) Sundbyberg as a particular, historical, 
public, social, and everyday lived space. What, activists asked themselves, re-
mains of the main square of a town if it is densified beyond recognition?  

While neoliberally infused and property-led planning and development 
have been observed to reduce democratic potentials of participation, dialogue, 
and debate756, they are simultaneously prone to produce incoherencies between 
values in planning and development. These manifest themselves in social 
practice as well as in discourse. By establishing a grassroots counter-project 
to an institutional development project, these incoherencies can be exposed, 
and vital democratic encounters produced, regardless of different interested 
parties’ preferences and opinions. This, however, requires determination, 
skills, numbers, and access to a minimum of resources (e.g., a degree of mon-
etary funds or locales and sites for gatherings and actions) among those who 
establish a long-term counter-project. In other words, the re-politicization of 
depoliticized development does not come for free. Nevertheless, also beyond 
this case, the contestation and politicization of neoliberalism is important be-
cause dominant political imaginaries greatly influence peoples’ understanding 
of “the limits and possibilities of the urban experience.” As Brenner and The-
odore remind us, this concerns not only the appropriate role and objectives of 
public actors in the urban context, but the ideas and conceptions of what eve-
ryday urban life is, and should be.757  

The second and arguably largest contribution derived from insights on the 
creative destruction of neoliberalism is that the thesis accentuates the value of 
approaching neoliberalism as a localized (or rolled-out), hybrid, and varie-
gated phenomenon. Indeed, this thesis adds additional evidence to previous 
research’s findings indicating that the implementation of market mechanisms 
has been a means to transition away from a historical social democratic polit-
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ical culture and a socially informed praxis for planning and housing produc-
tion in Sweden, which was dependent on nationally provided financial and 
institutional infrastructures and regulations.758 Moreover, the theoretical ap-
proach to neoliberalism as a process that encompasses place-specific inherited 
institutional and spatial landscapes – and that does not simply dismantle them 
in the pursuit of absolute market rule – allowed this thesis to disclose this 
paradigm shift in municipal planning and development as an event of histori-
cal significance. That is, as a moment of variegated neoliberal implementa-
tions intended to manage municipal demographic, economic, and social issues 
at the turn of the 21th century.  

Thus, a central contribution concerns the thesis’ revelation of how neolib-
eral features come to be aligned and reinforced when localized as part of un-
folding strategic, managerial, and, although to a varying extent, regulatory de-
velopment arrangements. It has thereby contributed new knowledge on how 
municipal sectors utilized institutional infrastructures for urban development 
during the period in which Sundbyberg was opened to market actors’ invest-
ments in land, housing, and built environments. The thesis largely reinforces 
findings in a small but growing strand of research on neoliberal planning and 
development in Swedish urban contexts. As presented in the literature review, 
this research strand contains illustrative cases of the marketization of the Swe-
dish housing sector, of the focus on middle-class subjects in planning, and of 
development schemes that correspond to municipal-led urban renewal and 
gentrification. This thesis adds detailed knowledge to the overarching obser-
vation of a “shift to entrepreneurial governance in Swedish cities,” providing 
examples from a defined spatial and politico-institutional context chosen be-
cause it allowed in-depth research into the local, municipal implications of 
transitioning planning and development. Most prominently, this thesis rein-
forces research findings focused on Malmö, which strongly emphasized the 
relative and adapted implementation of neoliberal features in accordance with 
place- and context-specific issues and concerns pertaining to demography, 
post-industrialization, and other interrelated aspects also reflected in the case 
of Sundbyberg. For example, the term ‘social neoliberalism,’ a notion used by 
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Johan Pries to explain the intersection of a historically inherited welfare-ori-
ented social governance and neoliberalism in the urban planning of Malmö’s 
People’s Park from the 1980s through the 2010s, echoes findings in this thesis: 
regulatory frameworks and planning instruments are not rolled back but uti-
lized to consolidate neoliberal localization. However, the findings in this the-
sis suggest that it is not so much a ‘social neoliberalism’ that is at play, as this 
expression emphasizes the predominance and inheritance of a neoliberalism 
that incorporates an attribute of being ‘social’ (moreover, neoliberalism is, ul-
timately, inherently social).  

Rather than being captured through one expression or ‘mode of operation,’ 
the findings in this thesis suggest a perspective that sees neoliberal localization 
as a type of pragmatic responsivity measure for the municipal arrangement of 
urban development. Under the general conditions and ‘rules’ of territorial 
competiveness that the municipality started to adhere to during the 2000s and 
2010s, a general pragmatism has been reflected in the ways institutional fixes 
for development are compromised outcomes of complex relationships be-
tween actors, objectives, economic and material conditions, and so on. This 
was reflected in how the developments of Central Sundbyberg, Hallonbergen, 
and Stora Ursvik were grounded in an overarching municipal market-orienta-
tion, yet displaying institutional arrangements that are distinctly different in 
accordance with such relationships. In turn, specific neoliberal features of this 
pragmatism have been reflected in, e.g., more or less opaque public-private 
partnerships, partly depoliticized planning processes, the sales of public assets 
and municipal re-investment in urban revitalization projects aimed to attract 
middle-class groups, an inclination to homeownership tenure, among other 
aspects. 

This suggestion resonates with literature and previous research on neolib-
eralism. With reference to Brenner and Theodore759, Baeten argues that “ne-
oliberalism is more of a strategy, a state of mind, an approach, a pragmatist 
way of looking at and doing things, than a proper coherent governing ideol-
ogy.”760 Echoing Harvey’s claim that inter-urban competition forces cities to 
adopt ‘realistic’ approaches761, both Peck and Mayer emphasize that a new 
pragmatism “holds sway”762 in contemporary neoliberal urbanism, prioritizing 
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“‘highest and best use’ as the criterion for land use decisions.”763 Observable 
effects include weak policy tools characterized by competitive imitation rather 
than supply-side innovation. “Cities must act, and be seen to act, even if the 
aspirational reach continually exceeds the effective grasp,” Peck concludes 
with reference to “tight fiscal and ideological parameters” that limit cities’ 
scope of action.764 However, as the findings in this thesis suggest, the emphasis 
on, e.g., imitation, display of action, and economic incentives, must be under-
stood in the context of the creative destruction imposed by neoliberalism. This 
means that development processes are characterized by a degree of inventive-
ness, with real but different effects on the course of development and, ulti-
mately, urbanization.  

Other authors have been critical of the literature on neoliberalism precisely 
because it fails to grasp the pragmatist nature of urban policy-making, prone 
to improvised adoptions, competing objectives, and struggles between bureau-
cratic fields and professions.765 For Barnett, this reflects a ‘residualization of 
the social,’ as the neoliberal thesis essentially neglects the pro-active role of 
socio-cultural processes in shaping policy, governance, and regulation.766  

Such assessments nevertheless seem to conform to a too reductive perspec-
tive on neoliberalism as a macro-ideology and top-down social force. This 
thesis has consistently explained a hybridity and variegation of neoliberalism 
to account for how such processes are characterized by diverging incentives, 
values, practices, and so on. Doing this, it has arguable revealed – and con-
firmed – that neoliberalism remains a relevant term to explain the characteris-
tics of policy tools for urban territorial competiveness, even if these are partly 
incoherent. Both for the reason that they must adapt to the specifics of inher-
ited institutional and spatial landscapes, and for the reason that they incorpo-
rate these divergences, relating to different social spheres and sectors.  While, 
as Le Galés critically observed, the notion of neoliberalism is ‘stretched far’767 
when approached as variegated, it arguably remains valuable in identifying an 
underlying yet incoherent social force and ideology with concrete yet differ-
entiated policy outcomes.   

In this context, the ‘social,’ here meaning planning interventions to benefit 
citizens of an existing local society, can remain a focal point in neoliberal 
policy responses, and at least partly for pragmatic reasons. Rather than be-
coming a residual aspect and value, the ‘social,’ as this thesis revealed, in 

                               
763 Margit Mayer (2017), “Whose city? From Ray Pahl’s critique of the Keynesian city to the 
contestations around neoliberal urbanism,” The Sociological Review, 2017, Vol. 65(2), p. 173 
764 Jamie Peck (2014), “Entrepreneurial urbanism: between uncommon sense and dull compul-
sion,” Geografiska Annaler: Series B, Human Geography, 96(4), p. 398 
765 Gilles Pinson & Christelle Moral Journel (2016), “The Neoliberal City – Theory, Evidences, 
Debates,” Theory, Politics, Governance, 2016, Vol. 4, No. 2, p. 147; Michael Storper (2016), 
“The Neo-liberal city as Idea and Reality,” Territory, Politics, Governance, 4:2 
766 Clive Barnett (2005), “The consolations of ‘neoliberalism’,” Geoforum, 36 
767 Patrick Le Galés (2016), “Neoliberalism and Urban Change: Stretching a Good Idea Too 
Far?,” Territory, Politics, Governance, 4:2 
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some instances become purposefully included in processes of neoliberal lo-
calization. It can extend to extraordinary procedures for participation and dia-
logues, although actual intentions and institutional possibilities to integrate 
perspectives and requests derived from the civil sphere may vary. It can extend 
to new public management incentives and demands concerning ‘social sus-
tainability,’ although these implementations effectively replace the real exten-
sion and regulatory control of public planning, instead promoting market-
based and decentralized development. Thus, the ‘social’ can be emphasized; 
as a means to be circumscribed. While constituting an ‘aspirational reach’ 
with, at best, intentions of an ‘effective grasp,’768 a focus on the ‘social’ be-
comes a strategy to support and legitimize neoliberal agendas and proce-
dures.769 To establish, or remain an established, status quo in development.770  

A third and final contribution concerns the aspect of scale. The case of 
Sundbyberg illustrates how ‘inter-urban’771 or ‘inter-locality’772 competition 
and the unfolding of entrepreneurial governance strategies for urban growth 
cannot be reduced to the “global competition between cities.”773 Instead, it 
must be nuanced with reference to geo-administrative areas and jurisdictions 
at smaller scale levels. In Sundbyberg, municipal incentives for urban devel-
opment derived from recognition of an intra-urban and intra-regional pressure, 
competition, and opportunities for private investments, housing market shares, 
consumer spending, and workplace localizations. The scales of city and region 
were emphasized as positive categories in strategic discourses to contextualize 
and legitimize (a shift to) growth-oriented development. Nevertheless, the ra-
tionality for development implementations consistently derived from a (nega-
tive) regional and extra-local pressure to compete for investments, residents, 
consumers, and workplace localizations. This reflects the insight that compet-
itive urbanism forces politico-institutional actors to 

“[…] actively – and responsively – scan the horizon for investment opportuni-
ties, monitoring ‘competitors’, and emulating ‘best practice’, lest they be left 

                               
768 Ibid. p. 398 
769 A conclusion that echoes evidences from research in other planning contexts in Stockholm. 
See: Jon Loit (2014), En stad i världsklass – hur och för vem? En studie om Stockholms sociala 
stadsplanering 
770 See: Tuna Taşan-Kok 2012), “Introduction: Contradictions of Neoliberal Urban Planning,” 
Contradictions of Neoliberal Planning. Cities, Policies, Politics, edited by Tuna Taşan-Kok & 
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771 Jamie Peck & Adam Tickell (2002), ”Neoliberalizing space,” Antipode, p. 395; Jamie Peck 
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772 Neil Brenner (2004), New State Spaces: Urban Governance and the Rescaling of Statehood, 
p. 219 
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in Europe”, Sociologisk forskning, 54:4 



 

 263

behind in this intensifying competitive struggle for the kinds of resources (pub-
lic and private) that neoliberalism helped make (more) mobile”.774 

Thus, the analysis of neoliberal urbanism demands attentiveness to scale-de-
pendent politico-institutional structures and the specific interests and relations 
that are produced both within and beyond cities. Inter-city and global compe-
tition may, actually, foremost be the ‘privileged’ interest of major inner city 
municipalities (and affiliated interests organizations775). It must be nuanced as 
such to avoid explanations that are believed to encompass all urban jurisdic-
tions and municipalities in metropolitan regions.  

Hence, more research on smaller and subordinate city-region municipali-
ties is welcome to explore all the variegations of neoliberalism in urban policy 
sectors. Despite their possibly lesser appeal as empirical cases at first glance, 
such studies may be able to unravel urban and politico-institutional relations 
that in turn address issues and potentials regarding the current state of theory, 
literature, and so on.  

11.4 The social production of space: Reflections on 
theory 
Throughout this thesis, the empirical analysis of neoliberal localization in mu-
nicipal planning and development is supported by a theoretical perspective on 
the social production of space, originally elaborated by Henri Lefebvre. This 
theoretical perspective was, on the one hand, adopted to elaborate on this the-
sis’ interests in space, emphasizing it as an inherently social entity: a product 
of, as well as (pre)condition for, social activity and, ultimately, the reproduc-
tion of social relations. This provided this thesis with a theoretical and analyt-
ical perspective to include several factors (relating to different social sectors 
and domains) and scale levels (most prominently local, municipal, and re-
gional scales, but also the national scale of transforming legal-institutional 
conditions) to support an integrated analysis of social practices, processes, and 
relations. As explained in the theory chapter, this was a step toward avoiding 
a narrower (or ‘reductionist776) political-economy analytical approach to ex-
plore neoliberal localization in urban planning and development. To, in other 

                               
774 Jamie Peck & Adam Tickell (2002), ”Neoliberalizing space,” Antipode, p. 394 
775 For example, Stockholm municipality has a municipal company named Stockholm Business 
Region to advertise Stockholm in the international context.  
776 Mark Gottdiener & Ray Hutchison (2010), The New Urban Sociology. Fourth edition. See 
also: Mark Gottdiener et al. (1999), Las Vegas: The Social Production of an All-American City. 
As noted in the theory chapter, the criticism of political-economy especially points to ‘growth 
machine’ approaches (See: Johan Logan & Harvey Molotch [1987], Urban Fortunes: The Po-
litical Economy of Place) and ‘globalization’ approaches (See: Saskia Sassen [1991], The 
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words, understand the various contingent and dialectical relationships that 
condition and influence municipally led territorial urbanization. 

On the other hand, this perspective extended into the concepts of abstract 
space and differential space, and based on their ‘application’ in this thesis, a 
few conclusions can be drawn. In essence, abstract space has encompassed the 
strategic municipal space for urban growth that, as a historical phenomenon, 
was re-invented following the post-war decades. Post-war decades, then, char-
acterized by Förvaltaren’s total influence in planning, development and hous-
ing production, and the 1980–1990s reconfiguration of national housing poli-
cies and economic turbulences (nationally and municipally). In its best theo-
retical capacity, the concept provided a seamless connection between legal 
and institutional power and practices to produce new knowledge and dis-
courses as a means to materially transform and ‘dominate’ social space. This 
enabled a deeper theoretical foundation on which to analyze my empirical data 
for certain conceptual perspectives on space on the part of development stake-
holders, not least to explore the moment of neoliberal creative destruction of 
‘re-representing the urban’ as an integrated part of municipal practice and the 
urbanization of municipal territory. However, it has occasionally been diffi-
cult to translate the concept to empirical reality, and vice versa. It has espe-
cially been challenging to apply the concept to differentiated actors’ social 
practices in the micro- and, especially, meso-settings of municipal urban de-
velopment. This difficulty is connected to the structural characteristics of the 
concept as both a product of capitalist practice, and a producer – by way of an 
‘enacting’ ideology and perspective – of capitalist practice in the domains of 
state, bureaucracy, and political power: a monolithic and omnipresent charac-
teristic of the concept that has also been recognized (and criticized) else-
where.777 Lefebvre’s thesis in The Production of Space itself bears the marks 
of that which it seeks to explain: the tension between nuance, quality, and 
particularity pertaining to space as a historical and lived entity, on the one 
hand, and the homogeneity and instrumentality pertaining to space as an ab-
stract entity in political and scientific practice, on the other. 778 

Nevertheless, the duality of this thesis’ theoretical framework has been pur-
poseful. It offered a perspective on neoliberal localization – as an actively sus-
tained process pursued by public actors – which supported more fine-grained 
descriptions of the relationships between actors in development. Additionally, 
it offered a perspective to approach and conclude on these processes as a mat-
ter of the social production of space, not least through the thesis’ focus on how 

                               
777 Japhy Wilson (2014), “Plan Puebla Panama: The Violence of Abstract Space”, Urban Rev-
olution Now: Henri Lefebvre in Social Research and Architecture 
778 In this sense, the concept abstract space pertains to ‘reduction’ in two ways. The concept 
addresses how the reproduction of social relations in concrete social practices subsumes reduc-
tionist perspectives on all that which is lived, qualitative, and particular (as the theory chapter 
explained). Additionally, its application in qualitative descriptions of social processes and rela-
tions becomes a matter of reducing empirical complexity into one encompassing concept. 
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inherited spatial landscapes condition and enable abstracting social practices 
within institutionalized development arrangements. Arguably, the thesis could 
thereby approach both the particular and the general, the present and the his-
torical, to map out what characterizes ‘contemporary’ municipal development 
in Sundbyberg. 

In the final empirical chapter, such questions received further nuances as 
the thesis then shifted focus to the civil sphere of social practice: to local in-
habitants’ contestational activism aimed at influencing the development of 
Central Sundbyberg (as part of the new urban core project). It introduced ab-
stract space’s theoretical counterpart – differential space – as a key concept in 
understanding the dynamic relationship between a project and its counter-pro-
ject. It thereby centered on a more concrete and defined dialectical spatial re-
lationship between Central Sundbyberg as a differential (particular), histori-
cal, and everyday lived space, on the one hand, and as a competitive and not-
yet-realized space for urban growth, on the other. The focus on a municipal 
project and activists’ counter-project provided an empirical setting in which 
the analysis was directed to the contradictions of abstract space, because, as 
was revealed, the activists’ key concern was in fact the abstract space of the 
development project (although, of course, activists did not use this theoretical 
language). As was argued, their efforts to politicize the new urban core project 
were in essence a tactical response to the emerging incoherencies of abstract 
space. In this context, differential space – when understood as a praxis of op-
position and interference based in collective grassroots action – became useful 
as a concept to unravel the means and measures of contestation, not least their 
contingent and responsive nature in relation to the official development pro-
ject. Thus, the case of a project and its counter-project provided a suitable 
empirical setting to ‘confront’ theory with concrete reality – an, as it has been 
argued, imperative in Lefebvre-based research.779 

I argue that Lefebvre’s theory reaches its fullest potential to guide empirical 
analysis when the interrelationship between concepts can be explained as an 
extension of the interrelationships between different social sectors and do-
mains of urban reality. Given the complexity of urban processes, the theoreti-
cal ‘openness’ of Lefebvre’s concepts is analytically appealing. Yet, echoing 
the earlier discussion of abstract space, this characteristic also benefits from 
conceptual definitions and explanations beyond what Lefebvre provided, so 
that the grasp and focus of theory is aligned with empirical research and the 
phenomenon under study. As Schmid recognizes, there have been several 
‘waves’ of Lefebvre interpretation. Interpretations by Harvey and Castells 
largely defined the first wave, whereas the second wave was influenced by 
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poststructuralist interpretations. In contrast to the more one-sided interpreta-
tions provided by these, favouring, e.g., political-economy or cultural expla-
nations of urban processes, the current third wave is characterized by an in-
crease in creative applications of Lefebvre’s concepts in new empirical set-
tings, sometimes in combination with other approaches (as has been under-
taken in this thesis). The abstract-differential duality in particular has recently 
been at the theoretical core of several publications, which have revealed pos-
sible ways to advance Lefebvre’s concepts. For example, they have illustrated 
that differential space may be analyzed as a concrete space used for temporary 
appropriations in urban planning processes, with a view to reaching conclu-
sions about asymmetrical power relations in planning.780 Moreover, in a theo-
retically more encompassing fashion and similar to this thesis, they have il-
lustrated that differential space may be understood as “the product of dialec-
tical contradictions within abstract space arising from what may be called the 
publicness of public space.”781  

Lefebvre developed his theory based on his observations of historical de-
velopment and the social reality of his times.782 Research that continues to 
adopt Lefebvre’s theory would likewise benefit from a historical perspective 
on urban phenomena and processes. This does not mean that research guided 
by Lefebvre’s theory should focus on historical trajectories and junctures over 
the longer course of time, but that any present urban process should be recog-
nized as accentuating relationships of time and space in various ways. In par-
ticular, as this thesis has demonstrated, research that aims at explaining ne-
oliberal localization as an historical episode of urban restructuring, and not 
merely a process of policy implementation, can find guidance in Lefebvre’s 
works.783  

11.5 Further research 
There are endless possibilities for research that explores social processes’ re-
lationship to space – as specific places, territories, or something else – to con-
tribute new observations, explanations, and arguments. Additionally, when 
neoliberalism is emphasized as a variegated and hybrid phenomenon and the-
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781 Micheal Leary-Owhin (2016), Exploring the production of urban space: differential space 
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oretically approached as such (as in this thesis), it is likely that few contem-
porary urban contexts around the globe would be unsuitable as research ob-
jects for exploring neoliberal localization in urban development. In a strand of 
research that has largely derived its theoretical elaborations from Anglo-
Saxon empirical contexts, there are plenty of opportunities to expand the re-
search and our understanding of neoliberal urbanism in other parts of the 
world as well.784 Seizing such opportunities, we nevertheless need to take the 
criticism concerning the ‘conceptual fluidity’785 of neoliberalism seriously: 
adhering to the imperative to not subsume all aspects of urbanization and ur-
ban transformation into the concept, and to not perceive all emerging urban 
policies and practices as categorically new and novel expressions of neoliber-
alism.  

Thus, if the essence of ‘neoliberalism,’ as opposed to ’just liberalism,’ con-
cerns how public and state policies and practices at various scale levels incor-
porate and enforce market logics and mechanisms, we are entitled to explore 
‘how?’ as much as ‘what?’ and ‘why?.’ It is with reference to spatially situ-
ated, contingent processes that we can explore contemporary modes of urban 
development, and what is neoliberal about them. Thus, the concern is not bi-
nary and static comparisons between a past and present state, but the “shifts 
in systems and logics, dominant patterns of restructuring, and so on.”786 Based 
on this recognition, case studies are arguably especially valuable because they 
draw on a range of data and methods to provide explanations of neoliberal 
urbanism also beyond “universalization, macro processes and various forms 
of political economy.”787 Hence, here are two final interrelated suggestions to 
better our understanding of neoliberal urbanism.  

First, critical urban research should continue explaining ‘actually existing 
neoliberalism’ as not just a nation-state and global city project of policy re-
structuring and institutional change, but something that incorporates various 
juridical, spatial, and organizational actors at the regional and municipal lev-
els. It is arguably symptomatic that Brenner, in the introductory chapter to his 
book New State Spaces, declares that much emphasis has been put on the na-
tional and supra-national scales to explain institutional and spatial restructur-
ing, when contextualizing his interests in ‘cities and city-regions’ and ‘urban 
policy.’788 Similarly, Holgersen motivated his interest in local urban policy 
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responses to the 2008 financial crisis with reference to the observation that 
studies on crisis responses have been conducted at the national or international 
level.789 

Importantly, then, this interest must ‘scale down’ to not only municipalities 
but also city district committees, administrations of planning and develop-
ment, project-specific collaborative frameworks, and other highly local insti-
tutional infrastructures, if we are to explain the interrelationship between ur-
ban policy implementations and the course of urbanization. As municipalities 
– urban municipalities in particular – are highly complex and, occasionally, 
contradictory organizations, such features must be accounted for when ex-
plaining how to the course of urbanization is institutionally supported. In the 
Swedish institutional context, for example, the municipality is a self-govern-
ing legal entity differentiated from the state. The nation-state may safeguard 
certain land use interests (e.g., concerning nature reserves and infrastructure 
provision) and decide on legal-institutional frameworks for planning, housing 
and other sectors, and certain tasks are institutionally managed at the regional 
level (e.g., health care and public transportation). However, it is especially in 
local institutional settings where urban policies find their most important and 
effective implementations, not least in areas of housing and the development 
of public spaces.  

Moreover, as Peck notes, regimes of urban governance should not simply 
be explained as “local manifestations of neoliberalism”, as they also imply 
neoliberalism as a macro processes with a systematic connection across na-
tional, political, and institutional contexts.790 Literature and research on ne-
oliberal urbanism generally display a theoretical divide between more spa-
tially situated, agent-centered, and difference-finding approaches, on the one 
hand, and political-economic and macro-institutional approaches that assume 
neoliberalism as a coherent and unitary force, on the other.791 In this light, it is 
imperative to find fruitful ways to compare and relate different types of cases 
and continue identifying the mutating forms of neoliberalism as a transcend-
ing phenomenon. Indeed, “as an ongoing ideological project neoliberalism is 
clearly more than the sum of its (local institutional parts).”792 This insight calls 
for continued comparative approaches to appreciate “the commonalities and 
connections across (‘local’) neoliberalisms.”793  If, especially, sociology is the 
social science discipline where the interrelations between agency and struc-
ture, and micro and macro, are at the core of theorization and explanations of 
                               
789 Ståle Holgersen (2014), “Urban responses to economic crisis: Confirmation of urban policies 
as crisis management in Malmö,” International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, Vol. 
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social phenomena, sociological research practice and theorization may be es-
pecially helpful to bridge these dividing understandings. 

 Second, critical urban scholars should continue explaining new forms of 
contradiction produced in neoliberal urbanism. Critical urban research often 
adopts Marxist perspectives that provide dialectical approaches to discover 
contradictions – that is, tensions, incoherencies, and crisis moments – in con-
temporary urban capitalism.794 Marxist epistemologies and theories corre-
spondingly continue to hold great potential for the exploration of capitalism’s 
new forms of expression, disruptions, and neoliberal fixes. Echoing previous 
theoretical reflections, especially Lefebvre’s theories have been increasingly 
acknowledged to be appropriate to understanding neoliberal urbanism795, the 
intersection between the urban and post-industrialization796, and urbanization 
processes in general.797  

In addition, more defined policy areas can be explored to reveal new kinds 
of contradictions. For example, scholars are increasingly looking at the con-
tradictory intersection between neoliberalization and an increased emphasis 
on ‘sustainability’ in public policy discourse and practice, which implementa-
tions derive from the idea that social, economic, and ecological sustainability 
can be aligned with each other798, despite prevalent conditions of competitive 
urbanism. Moreover, in Sweden, research has focused on a recent policy 
change entailing that public housing companies operate in accordance with 
business principles, including a specific focus on current renovations of older 
public housing structures and the processes around, and displacement effects 
of, significant rent increases for tenants.799 As contradictions may occur and 
be interconnected on the macro- as well as meso- and micro-levels of social 
practices and relations800, such examples are not only relevant for the infor-
mation they provide on the specific policy sector under study. They are also 
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important for accumulating knowledge on how public management trans-
forms in accordance with the transformation of the social relations of urban 
capitalism. 
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Appendix 1. Interview Guide 
During fieldwork, several different interview guides were used dependent on 
which capacity/role the informant had: municipal politician, public official at 
the municipality or the public housing company, representative of a private 
real estate developer, or inhabitant/activist. The interview guide presented be-
low is a merged and condensed version of these interview guides, translated 
into English by the author. 
 

Questions asked to politicians and public officials 
 
Introductory questions 

 
 How would you, in any way you like, describe Sundbyberg as a 

town?  
 How would you describe Sundbyberg as a historical place? 
 What is Sundbyberg’s relationship to Stockholm as a greater 

city region?  
o And to other municipalities?  

 How is Sundbyberg changing today, socially and materially? 
 What makes Sundbyberg’s social and material environment at-

tractive today? 
o Why do you think Sundbyberg recently has undergone a 

type of ‘renaissance’, as implied by ongoing develop-
ment projects, its population growth, increased property 
values, new local establishments, and so on? 

 What is your history as a politician/public official in 
Sundbyberg? 

o On a personal level, how is it special, if at all, to work 
with urban development in Sundbyberg? 
 Which role(s) have you had in municipal urban 

development? 
 

Overarching questions  
 How has urban ‘growth’ been at the center for the municipality 

in recent years? 
o To which types of problems is growth a solution?  
o How, if at all, is Sundbyberg taking responsibility for 

the growth of the region? 
 Which types of organizational capacities have been established 

in the municipality for the purpose of urban development? 
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o How has it mattered that planning and development ca-
pacities have been institutionally located close to the 
municipal executive board? 

 Which are the most important decisions in urban development 
that you have taken? 

 Which is the relationship between municipal urban development 
and the influx of wealthier residents to the municipality?  

 In which ways have political visions influenced municipal urban 
development, and in which ways have the expertise of public of-
ficials done so? 

 How are existing inhabitants at the center of municipal urban de-
velopment, and how are potential inhabitants at the center?  

 How, if at all, is Sundbyberg competing with other Stockholm 
municipalities?  

 Which are the overarching differences in working with the urban 
development of Hallonbergen and Central Sundbyberg?  

 What roles have real estate developers and other private actors 
adopted in urban development projects? 

 Are there measures taken to counteract possible negative effects 
of gentrification, such as displacement?  

Concerning the public housing company 
 

 How would you describe the historical role of Förvaltaren (the 
public housing company)?  

o In which ways has the company been a part of the mu-
nicipality, and in which ways has it been an independent 
actor? 

o Can you pinpoint specific junctures when the role of the 
company changed? 

 How would you describe the contemporary role of Förvaltaren? 
o What characterizes its relationship to the municipality?  
o Is it a trustful relationship? 
o How should I understand Förvaltaren’s practices to sell 

their rental apartments and support tenure conversions in 
areas such as Hallonbergen? 
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Concerning specific municipal development projects in Central 
Sundbyberg, Hallonbergen and Stora Ursvik 

 
 What characterize the processes in the contemporary develop-

ment of [this area]? 
o Which organizational measures have been adopted, and 

what characterize the institutional relations between ac-
tors? 

o Which values and motives are guiding the development?  
o How is the existing environment assessed and ap-

proached in the development? 
o Which roles and functions have municipal spatial plan-

ners adopted in these processes? 
 

Questions asked to inhabitants and activists 
The experienced Sundbyberg 

 What is Sundbyberg?  
 If I say Sundbyberg, what do you think of, and which feelings 

are evoked? 
o In what ways is Sundbyberg a town with a particular 

history? 
 How would you describe Sundbyberg as a place within Greater 

Stockholm? 
 Which sites and areas do you recognize primarily constitute 

Sundbyberg? 
 What is happening in Sundbyberg a weekday/at the weekends?  
 How would you describe the ongoing urban transformation of 

Sundbyberg?  
o How would you, in any way you like, describe the direc-

tion of Sundbyberg’s development?  
o Who do you recognize is in charge of the development, 

and which interests are at the center of it?  
 

The lived Sundbyberg 
 What is Sundbyberg for you, in your everyday life? 
 How is it connected to your historical biography?  
 Which of your everyday social practices are connected to 

Sundbyberg?  
 How is the ongoing urban transformation in Sundbyberg affect-

ing you? 
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o What does it mean that it is transforming in a spatial 
sense? 

o What does it mean that the socioeconomic composition 
of the population is changing?  

o Does such aspects influence or condition how you relate 
to and use your hometown on an everyday basis?  

 
Activism in Central Sundbyberg 

 What is the ‘The Network Pleasant Urban Core’?  
o Which is the network’s main objective?  

 Which are and have been the network’s main activities?  
o Why these activities in particular? 
o How have they been methods of contestation? 

 Who are part of the network?  
 Why did this type local civic engagement arise in Sundbyberg in 

particular? 
o How is it connected to Sundbyberg as a historical place?  

 What influence have you had on the ‘the new urban core pro-
ject’?  

o Which relationships do you have to the municipality and 
other involved actors, and how are you practices adapted 
to these relationships? 

o How characterize the encounters where network partici-
pants have met municipal representatives?  

o In which way do you ‘act’, and in which ways do you 
‘react’?  

Questions asked to real estate developer executives 
 Which is your professional role? 
 How would you describe the company at which you are em-

ployed? 
 Which connection do you have to Greater Stockholm?  
 Why have you recently invested in and partaken in urban and 

housing development in Sundbyberg?  
o Why is it seemingly more attractive to invest in housing 

and urban environmnets today than 10, 15 years ago? 
 How is it to work with urban and housing development in 

Sundbyberg in particular?  
o With respect to existing material environments?  
o With respect to demography and socioeconomic as-

pects?  
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o With respect to the social democratic history and culture 
of the municipality? 

 Which projects have you been involved in?  
o Can you describe the institutional relations of these pro-

jects?  
o How have you collaborated with municipal politicians 

and public officials? 
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Appendix 2. List of informants 
Architect 170912 I-17-1 
Developer 180227 I-18-1 
Economist, municipal executive 
170601 

I-17-2 

Architect 180420 I-18-2 
Politician 180516 I-18-3 
Planners (#2) 170823 I-17-3 
Municipal executive 180315 I-18-4 
Planner & communicator (#2) 
170217 

I-17-4 

Planners (#2) 170613 I-17-5 
Municipal urban strategist 171130 I-17-6 
Politician 170918 I-17-7 
Trade analysist 171021 I-17-8 
Municipal executive 171006 I-17-9 
Politician 180112 I-18-5 
Municipal executive 171204 I-17-10 
Economic growth analysist 180522 I-18-6 
Planner 170811 I-17-11 
Developer 171127 I-17-12 
Planner 170927 I-17-13 
Planner 170627 I-17-14 
Municipal executive 180426 I-18-7 
  
Resident, 170831 
Walk-along, 170831 

P-18-1 
P-18-1W 

Resident, activist 170201 P-17-1 
Resident, 170915 P-17-2 
Resident, activist 170915 P-17-3 
Resident, activist 170929 P-17-4 
Resident, activist 180406 
Walk-along interview 080412 

P-18-2 
P-18-2W 

Resident, activist 170828 P-17-5 
Resident, activist 180403 P-18-3 
Resident, activist 170601 
Walk-along interview 170601 

P-17-6 
P-17-7W 

Resident, activist 180507 
Walk-along interview 180507  

P-18-4 
P-18-4W 

Resident 180806 
Walk-along interview 180806 

P-18-5 
P-18-5W 
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