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Abstract  

Global society is facing complex sustainability challenges. Many of the adverse effects on 
the socio-ecological system originate from human settlements within the authority of munic-
ipalities. An increasing number of different frameworks for municipal sustainability plan-
ning (MSP) aims to aid municipalities to move towards a sustainable state. To support the 
selection of an MSP framework that best fits specific municipal contexts, this thesis devel-
oped a Guide for the Strategic Analysis of Frameworks (GuStAF) for MSP. GuStAF consists 
of 15 key questions that address important aspects of MSP frameworks from a strategic sus-
tainable development perspective. It was developed in an iterative process by analysing three 
MSP frameworks (EcoDistricts, Cittaslow and Eco2 Cities) that were selected as a diverse 
sample from 75 MSP frameworks to understand the broad spectrum of existing MSP frame-
works. GuStAF is a tool that supports municipalities and professional consultants to analyse 
key characteristics of MSP frameworks. Based on this analysis, municipalities can select an 
MSP framework that fits the specific municipal context and promotes strategic sustainable 
development. Moreover, developers of MSP frameworks can use GuStAF to improve the 
strategic character of their frameworks. Nine interviews with the audience groups validated 
the usefulness of GuStAF. 

Keywords: Local governance, strategic sustainable development, sustainable city, EcoDis-
tricts, Eco2 Cities, Cittaslow 
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Executive summary  

This thesis aims to support municipalities that intend to move towards a more sustainable future 
through the implementation of municipal sustainability planning (MSP) frameworks. Since the 
beginning of the 21st century, the number of frameworks for MSP has grown considerably (de 
Jong et al. 2015; Joss et al. 2015). These MSP frameworks vary in their aim, structure and 
content to offer different approaches for municipal sustainable development. This complexity 
can make it difficult for municipalities to strategically select an MSP framework that fits their 
specific context. In order to support municipalities in this selection process, a Guide for the 
Strategic Analysis of Frameworks (GuStAF) was developed.  

The sustainability challenge of municipalities  

Human settlements all around the world are the centre of civilisation, economic transactions, 
social-cultural interactions and environmental impact (Falkena, Moll, and Noorman 2002). 
While the consumption and liveability of human settlements worldwide are growing, their sus-
tainability levels are decreasing (Newton 2012). Inflows, outflows and flows within the human 
settlements that are often linked to adverse environmental impacts and/or creating and main-
taining structural obstacles for people to live a socially sustainable living within settlements 
(Toubin et al. 2012, Robèrt et al. 2018). Globally, the lifestyle of citizens living in human set-
tlements is responsible for:  

 over 70 % of the energy consumption (Gómez et al. 2006),   
 70% of waste production (UN-Habitat 2016) and   
 around 80 % of all greenhouse gas emissions (Hoornweg, Sugar, and Trejos Gómez 

2011).  

In addition, human settlements are increasingly vulnerable to pollution and climate change im-
pacts on people’s health and quality of life (UN-Habitat 2009; Harlan and Ruddell 2011). At 
the same time, the gap between rich and poor is widening, and social inequality is growing. 
While parts of the population develop an increasingly resource-intensive lifestyle, others are 
faced with poverty, exclusion and insecurity (UN-Habitat 2009; 2010). These processes are 
systematically decreasing the capacity of the socio-ecological system to support human civili-
sation and contribute greatly to the global sustainability challenge. Therefore, human settle-
ments need to be planned in a sustainable way where the inflows and outflows do not exceed 
the capacity of the surrounding socio-ecological system (Science for Environment Policy 2018) 
and are distributed fairly amongst citizens. According to the United Nations, "the key to sus-
tainability lies in the concept of ‘green cities’ or ‘eco cities’" (UNEP 2012, vi). Therefore, many 
international initiatives, such as the promotion of Local Agendas 21, Goal 11 of the Sustainable 
Development Goals (UN 2015) and the New Urban Agenda (UN 2016), aim to support munic-
ipal efforts towards sustainability.   

Municipalities are the central planning authority on the local level and the lowest threshold 
between governments, citizens and organisations. Therefore, they have a direct influence on 
local sustainable development (Falkena, Moll, and Noorman 2002; Ooi 2005). Increasingly, 
municipalities are looking to frameworks for municipal sustainability planning (MSP) to help 
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them move towards sustainability. A framework for MSP is a set of principles, guidelines, in-
dicators and tools that supports the municipality in incorporating sustainability into their local 
governance and planning process (adapted from Cambridge University Press, n.d.a). As the 
universe of MSP frameworks is complex, it can be difficult for municipalities to select a frame-
work that fits their specific context.  

Development of GuStAF   

Complex problems require dynamic, iterative and flexible approaches rather than a rigid and 
linear structure when addressing them (Blessing and Chakrabarti 2009). The complexity of 
MSP frameworks combined with various context-specific demands of municipalities requires 
an aim-oriented, but also dynamic and iterative design process for GuStAF that continuously 
builds the authors’ understanding about MSP frameworks. 

As shown in the diagram below, the research design is based on and guided by a primary re-
search question (PQ) and three secondary research questions (SQ). The primary research ques-
tion (PQ) was: How can municipalities be supported in strategically selecting a sustainability 
planning framework that fits their context? The development of GuStAF required a unifying, 
systematic and strategic approach that considers the global context of the sustainability chal-
lenge and provides a sustainability definition. The concept of strategic sustainable development 
(SSD) (Broman and Robèrt 2017) fulfils these criteria and was therefore used as conceptual 
framework.  

The research process contained three data collection phases (green), which allowed the authors 
to gain an understanding of MSP and frameworks that address local sustainability. After an 
initial literature research which allowed an overview of MSP, an interview with Lisa Wälitalo, 
a researcher from BTH with experience regarding MSP, was conducted. The interview validated 
the initial findings and provided a deeper understanding of barriers and enablers of municipal 
sustainable development. To answer SQ1, which asks Which sustainability planning frame-
works can be used by municipalities? an in-depth literature research and desktop research was 
conducted. The 75 identified MSP frameworks (Appendix C) showed differences regarding 
their aims, structures and contents. Three from these 75 MSP frameworks, namely EcoDistricts, 
Cittaslow and Eco2 Cities, were selected for an in-depth analysis which informed the develop-
ment of GuStAF. By using three MSP frameworks that address different sustainability chal-
lenges with different approaches, the authors aimed to cover a wide spectrum of MSP frame-
works. EcoDistricts was developed by the Portland Sustainability Institute, an NGO located in 
the United States of America focused on accelerating sustainability policy and project innova-
tion. They focus on social and environmental challenges on the neighbourhood level, but the 
framework can be scaled up to regional or even national level. Cittaslow was founded by Paolo 
Saturnini, a former mayor of a small city in Italy after he successfully implemented the slow 
movement during his legislation. The Cittaslow framework focuses on promoting well-being of 
citizens in small cities that have less than 50,000 inhabitants. Eco2 Cities was developed by the 
World Bank and focuses on addressing poverty and environmental issues in developing coun-
tries, because they believe that these two challenges are strongly related and reinforce them-
selves. The authors acknowledge that other MSP frameworks could have also provided inter-
esting insights, but time and resources limitations did not allow the consideration of more MSP 
frameworks. The analysis of EcoDistricts, Cittaslow and Eco2 Cities from an SSD perspective 
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during the three iterative data analysis phases (yellow) resulted in answering SQ2 and SQ3 
and in the development of GuStAF. SQ2 asks What are the relative strengths and weaknesses 
of the selected MSP frameworks from an SSD perspective? It was answered by analysing 
EcoDistricts, Cittaslow and Eco2 Cities based on the the Framework for Strategic Sustainable 
Development (FSSD) which structures SSD into five distinct, interrelated level: system, suc-
cess, strategic guidelines, actions and tools. SQ3 which asks What are the similarities and dif-
ferences of the selected MSP frameworks? was answered by comparing the results of SQ2, i.e. 
the strengths and weaknesses of the three analysed MSP frameworks. The results of SQ2 and 
SQ3 informed and built on each other and allowed the authors to identify key characteristics of 
MSP frameworks from an SSD perspective. This iterative process resulted in formulating the 
15 key questions of GuStAF according to the five levels of the FSSD. During the following two 
evaluation phases (red), interviews with municipalities, sustainable practitioners and frame-
work developers were conducted to evaluate and validate the usefulness of GuStAF from the 
audience’s perspective. After the positive and encouraging feedback and recommendations 
from the interviewees, GuStAF was reviewed. The final version of GuStAF answered the pri-
mary research question (PQ).  
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Guide for the Strategic Analysis of Frameworks (GuStAF)  

Following data collection, data analysis and the refinement through the evaluation phase, the 
authors developed the Guide for the Strategic Analysis of Frameworks (GuStAF) for MSP, a 
tool that structures the analysis of MSP frameworks from a strategic sustainable development 
(SSD) perspective. GuStAF consists of 15 key questions that are shown in the table below. 

Sy
st

em
 le

ve
l 

Questions in the system level address the structural context that the MSP framework refers to.  
(1) Applicability: Are there limitations on the use of the framework to certain municipalities ac-
cording to, e.g. population, membership or region? 
(2) Scale: For which scale is the framework intended, e.g. building, district, human settlement or 
regional scale?  

(3) Governance function: Which governance functions, i.e. planning, performance assessment, 
certification, communication and/or social learning, does the framework support or help to de-
velop? 

(4) Global context: Does the framework help the municipality to understand the global impact of 
their local actions within the municipality, and if yes, how? 

Su
cc

es
s l

ev
el

 

Questions on the success level address the aim and sustainability definition of the MSP frame-
work. 

(5) Aim: Does the framework’s aim support the municipality in reaching its aim? 
(6) Sustainability definition: Does the framework define sustainability and help the municipality 
to understand the concept of sustainability, and if yes, how? 

(7) Aspects of sustainability: Does the framework include indicators/guidelines that address eco-
logical and socio-economic aspects of sustainability, and if yes, how?  
(8) Shared vision: Does the framework support the creation of a shared vision and if yes, how? 

St
ra

te
gi

c 
G

ui
de

-
lin
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 le

ve
l 

Questions on the strategic guidelines level address the strategic character of the MSP framework. 
(9) Backcasting: Does the framework utilise a backcasting approach (ABCD mindset), or does it 
solely rely on forecasting? 

(10) Prioritisation guidelines: Does the framework provide prioritisation guidelines that support 
the municipality in making strategic decisions regarding short- and long-term goals and if yes, 
which ones? 

A
ct

io
ns

 le
ve

l Questions on the actions level address steps that need to be taken to apply the MSP framework. 
11. Actions: Does the framework names actions to be taken in order to reach the framework’s 
aim, and if yes, which ones? 

12. Participatory processes: Does the framework promote participatory processes that involve 
different stakeholder and if yes, with whom, when and how?  

T
oo

ls
 le

ve
l 

Questions on the tools level address supporting instruments for applying the MSP framework. 
(13) Guidance on participatory processes: Does the framework provide guidance on how to 
facilitate participatory processes to find consensus and educate the participants about urban sus-
tainability and if yes, how? 
(14) Tools and technical solutions: Does the framework support the strategic selection and use 
of other tools and technical solutions and if yes, for which purposes? 

(15) Network: Does the framework provide a platform for collaboration and networking between 
municipalities, and if yes, how?  
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Municipal sustainability planning frameworks   

Municipal sustainability planning is complex and municipal needs vary depending on the spe-
cific environmental, socio-economic and political context of the local area. For example, an 
MSP framework addressing small human settlements in developing countries is likely to differ 
in structure and content from an MSP framework specialised on large human settlements in 
developed countries. The context of municipalities thus determines the applicability of an MSP 
framework. The analysis of EcoDistricts, Cittaslow and Eco2 Cities concluded that MSP guide-
lines have to be clear and concrete to support the municipality in implementing the MSP frame-
work successfully while allowing enough flexibility to tailor the process to the specific context. 
In order to strategically move municipalities towards sustainability, MSP frameworks should 
use backcasting as a strategic planning method that envisions a successful future first, and then 
plans towards that vision in a step-by-step manner based on the current situation. Backcasting 
is especially helpful for complex systems, and when present trends are part of the problem as it 
is the case with the sustainability challenge (Holmberg and Robért 2000; Broman and Robèrt 
2017). Lindberg (2019) confirmed the usefulness of this mindset in different parts and processes 
of the municipality. As all MSP framework aim at changing current municipal trends by using 
a long-term perspective, they inherently build on backcasting. Nevertheless, not all MSP frame-
works are using it consciously to support all steps of the planning process. Including backcast-
ing as a mindset can improve the strategic character of MSP frameworks and reduce unintended 
consequences.   

Contributions of this research   

From an academic perspective, this thesis applied an SSD perspective to a municipal sustaina-
bility planning context and identified key characteristics of strategic MSP frameworks. This 
thesis is thus the foundation for the creation of universal aspects that MSP frameworks should 
consider from a scientific SSD perspective. From a practitioner perspective, GuStAF is a tool 
that structures the analysis of MSP frameworks from a strategic sustainable development (SSD) 
perspective. Interviews confirmed that GuStAF provides open and overarching questions that 
can be used by diverse municipalities to identify key characteristics of different MSP frame-
works from an SSD perspective. Based on this analysis, municipalities and professional con-
sultants can overcome the challenge of selecting an MSP framework that fits the municipal 
context and promotes strategic sustainable development. Moreover, developers of MSP frame-
works can use GuStAF to identify strengths and weaknesses of their frameworks from an SSD 
perspective and to improve the frameworks’ strategic character. GuStAF is designed as a flexi-
ble tool and not as a static comparison of different MSP frameworks so that it can be used 
flexibly in different municipal contexts around the world without needing to be updated. GuS-
tAF thus supports the societal need to address the global sustainability challenge within munic-
ipalities. It helps users to analyse the strategic character of MSP frameworks and identify those 
MSP frameworks that support the ABCD mindset for strategic sustainability planning. Further-
more, GuStAF educates municipalities about SSD and encourages reflection about the munici-
pal processes, even if no MSP framework is chosen. As the current version of GuStAF takes an 
academic perspective, feedback from practitioners highlights that a future guide or checklist 
needs further adjustment to make it better understandable for municipalities.    
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Glossary 

Words and concepts that are explained in the glossary are underlined the first time they are 
mentioned in the main text.  

ABCD: A four-step procedure that aims at implementing a backcasting approach. In Step A, a 
shared vision of success that complies with all eight sustainability principles is defined. In Step 
B, the current situation is assessed as a baseline. In Step C, actions that fill the gap between the 
vision and the current reality are brainstormed. Step D analyses the list of the possible actions 
from Step D and prioritises them into a strategic plan by using strategic guidelines (Robèrt et 
al. 2018). 

Backcasting: A strategic planning method that envisions a successful future first, and then 
plans towards that vision in a step-by-step manner based on the current situation (Holmberg and 
Robèrt 2000). 

Backcasting from sustainability principles: A strategic planning method that uses sustaina-
bility principles to frame a shared vision first, and then plans towards that vision in a step-by-
step manner based on the current situation (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000). 

Biosphere: A natural system that encompasses the Earth’s surface, atmosphere and hydro-
sphere and provides the conditions and resources for life in general, and humans specifically 
(Robèrt et al. 2018). 

Complex system: A system that consists of a large number of interacting parts that produce a 
behaviour that can be counterintuitive and unpredictable (Robèrt et al. 2018). 

Conceptual framework: A system of theories, concepts and assumptions that allows people to 
simplify and categorise complex issues in a helpful manner (Maxwell 2013; Robèrt et al. 2018). 

Five Level Model (5LM): A strategic framework that aids the analysis, decision-making and 
planning in complex systems and consists of five distinct, interrelated level: system, success, 
strategic guidelines, actions and tools (Robèrt et al. 2018). 

Framework: “A system of rules, ideas, or beliefs that is used to plan or decide something” 
(Cambridge University Press, n.d.a). 

Framework for strategic sustainable development (FSSD): A framework that applies the 
five level model to strategic sustainable development (Robèrt et al. 2018). 

Funnel metaphor: A metaphor that aids the understanding of the sustainability challenge and 
the self-benefit of proactive actions towards sustainability.  The narrowing walls of the funnel 
represent the declining capacity of the socio-ecological system to support human civilisation 
due to systemic errors in societal design and basic operation. Hitting the funnel wall is experi-
enced as abrupt changes in parts of the system (e.g. legislation, insurance costs or customer 
preferences). Over time, society moves through the funnel and must develop sustainably to 
reach a state in which this capacity is non-declining (Robèrt and Broman 2017; Robèrt et al. 
2018). 
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Governance function: According to Joss et al. (2015), there are five categories of different 
governance functions:  (1) planning which focuses on an overall strategy, (2) performance as-
sessment which focuses on auditing, measurement and benchmarking, (3) certification which 
focuses on marketing purposes, (4) communication of definitions, concepts and designs to dif-
ferent stakeholders and (5) promotion of social learning (Joss, Tomozeiu, and Cowley 2012; 
Joss et al. 2015).  

GuStAF: A Guide for Strategic Analysis of Frameworks for municipal sustainability planning. 
It is a supporting tool for municipalities and the outcome of this thesis. 

Local authority: see municipality 

Local governance: The leading and managing of an area (Holtkamp 2007). 

Municipality: A human settlement with its own local government (Macmillan Dictionary, n.d.) 
or the local government itself (Cambridge University Press, n.d.b). In this thesis, a municipality 
is a self-governed institution owning the planning responsibility on the local level within its 
administrative boundaries. 

Municipal sustainability planning: The use of information about the socio-ecological system 
as opportunities and constraints for decision-making within the municipality to move towards 
a sustainable state (Saad, Ibrahim, and El  Sayad 2017). 

Municipal sustainability planning framework: A set of principles, guidelines, indicators and 
tools that supports the municipality in incorporating sustainability into their local governance 
and planning process (adapted from Cambridge University Press, n.d.a). 

Reductionism/Reductionist approach: “A certain way of thinking about systems that ad-
vances the notion that if every detail in a system is studied with scrupulous care, the entire 
system will eventually be understood” (Robèrt et al. 2018). 

Shared vision: A force in people's hearts, a force of impressive power. At its simplest level, a 
shared vision is the answer to the question, "What do we want to create?" A shared vision is a 
picture that everyone in the company carries in their heads and hearts (Senge 2014). 

Society: A man-made social system with physical infrastructure aimed at satisfying human in-
dividual and collective needs (Robèrt et al. 2018). 

Socio-ecological system: A system consisting of the biosphere, the society and their complex 
interactions (Robèrt et al. 2018). 

Stakeholder: “Any group or individual who is affected by or can affect the achievement of an 
organisation’s objectives” (Freeman 1984, 46). In the context of this thesis, a stakeholder is any 
person who is affected by or can affect municipal planning. 

Strategic sustainable development (SSD): A process for planning and decision-making that 
aids the transition of the current unsustainable society towards a sustainable state: It encom-
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passes the funnel metaphor, systems thinking, a definition of sustainability based on eight Sus-
tainability Principles, backcasting, the ABCD procedure and the Framework for Strategic Sus-
tainable Development (Robèrt and Broman 2017; Robèrt et al. 2018).  

Sustainability: While no common definition of sustainability exists (e.g. WCED 1987; Rydin 
2010; Slaper and Hall 2011; Roseland 2012; Science for Environment Policy 2018), this thesis 
applies the following definition: A state of society that aligns fully with the eight sustainability 
principles of strategic sustainable development and the capacity of future generations to meet 
their needs is not systematically undermined by society (Robèrt et al. 2018).  

Sustainability challenge: The sum of the anthropogenic pressures on the socio-ecological sys-
tem that decrease the natural capacity of this system to support human civilisation (Robèrt et al. 
2018). 

Sustainability planning: The use of information about the socio-ecological system as oppor-
tunities and constraints for decision-making within the municipality with the goal to move the 
municipality towards a sustainable state (Saad, Ibrahim, and El Sayad 2017) 

Sustainability principles (SPs): Eight ecological and social principles for a sustainable society 
proven by scientific laws and knowledge a sustainability definition (Robèrt et al. 2018). 

Systems perspective/thinking: The organised study of a system as a whole that considers the 
interrelations between all parts, including their behaviours and feedbacks. This approach is es-
pecially helpful for complex systems where the interconnections between different parts are not 
always clear (Robèrt et al. 2018). 
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List of abbreviations 

5LM Five Level Model 

BTH Blekinge Tekniska Högskola (Blekinge Institute of Technology) 

DiVA Digitala Vetenskapliga Arkivet 

e.g. Exempli gratia, meaning ’for example’ 

EPA Environmental Protection Agency 

etc. Et cetera, meaning ‘and so on’ 

FSSD Framework for strategic sustainable development 

GHG Greenhouse gas 

GuStAF Guide for the Strategic Analysis of Frameworks 

i.e. Id est, meaning ‘that is’ 

IPCC Intergovernmental panel on climate change 

LA21 Local Agendas 21 

MSP Municipal Sustainability Planning 

NGO Non-governmental organisation 

PQ Primary research question 

SDGs Sustainable Development Goals 

SP Sustainability Principle 

SQ Secondary research question 

SSD Strategic sustainable development 

UN 

USA 

United Nations 

United States of America 

WCED World Commission on Environment and Development 
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1 Introduction 

Human society is a social system with physical infrastructure aimed at satisfying human indi-
vidual and collective needs. Society is nested within the biosphere which encompasses the 
Earth’s surface, atmosphere and hydrosphere and provides the conditions and resources for life 
in general, and humans specifically. Together these two systems, the biosphere and the society, 
and their complex interactions form a larger socio-ecological system. Their complex interac-
tions connect multiple parts of the system and produce behaviour that can be unpredictable 
(Robèrt et al. 2018). This section will explain the background of the thesis and show how stra-
tegic municipal sustainability planning (MSP) can address the complex global sustainability 
challenge that society is facing. 

1.1 Global sustainability challenge 

The Holocene refers to the last approximately 10,000 years and marks a period of environmen-
tal stability that allowed humans to develop. Since the beginning of the industrial revolution in 
the middle of the 18th century, however, this stability is threatened as anthropogenic pressures 
on the socio-ecological system are exponentially increasing and the resilience of the biosphere 
to sustain these pressures is decreasing (e.g. Meadows, Meadows, and Randers 1992; Steffen 
et al. 2004; Steffen, Crutzen and McNeill 2007; Rockström et al. 2009a; Steffen et al. 2011; 
Steffen et al. 2015a). The sum of these pressures is named sustainability challenge (Robèrt et 
al. 2018). Pollution levels of phosphorous and nitrogen, for instance, are already beyond the 
planetary boundaries that encompass a safe operating space for humanity (Rockström et al. 
2009a; Rockström et al. 2009b; Steffen et al. 2015b). The term “the great acceleration” is re-
ferring to the rapid increase of anthropogenic pressures since 1950. Global trends include a 
growing population, an increasing energy and water use and increasing emissions of greenhouse 
gases (GHG) such as carbon dioxide, nitrous oxide and methane which are coupled with global 
warming of the climate (Steffen et al. 2004; Steffen, Crutzen and McNeill 2007; Steffen et al. 
2011; Steffen et al. 2015a). In 2018, only 25 % of the land surface was substantially free from 
human activities, and this percentage is expected to decrease to 13 % by 2050 (WWF 2018). 
To highlight the global human influence on the ecological system, Crutzen and Stoermer (2000) 
suggested the name Anthropocene for this ongoing period. Besides the moral implications that 
are associated with destroying natural ecosystems, these actions fall back harshly on humans, 
especially on the most vulnerable people, such as poor or indigenous communities (Cannon 
2000; UN Habitat 2009; 2010; Roseland and Spiliotopoulou 2016). The complex nature of the 
socio-ecological system makes it impossible to predict future changes caused by anthropogenic 
pressures (Robèrt 2000; Broman and Robèrt 2017). The sustainability challenge can, therefore, 
be classified as a wicked problem, i.e. a problem that is difficult to solve because of high com-
plexity and uncertainty (Rittel and Webber 1973). Broman and Robèrt (2017) coined the funnel 
metaphor to aid the understanding of the sustainability challenge.  The narrowing walls of the 
funnel represent the declining capacity of the socio-ecological system to support human civili-
sation due to systemic errors in societal design and basic operation. Hitting the funnel wall is 
experienced as abrupt changes in parts of the system (e.g. legislation, insurance costs or cus-
tomer preferences). By proactively moving towards sustainability and thus avoiding the funnel 
walls, society can realise self-benefits and continue to exist. 
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Global warming is an often-cited example of the sustainability challenge. It is connected to 
many other sustainability-related challenges and represents the interconnectedness and com-
plexity of global trends. The latest special report on global warming of 1.5 °C (SR15) of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC 2018) addressed the importance of reducing 
the global temperature tendency below the threshold of a maximum of 1.5 degrees Celsius over 
pre-industrial levels. Whereas at this temperature, the impacts on the climate are already im-
mense, higher temperatures can have unintended and dangerous consequences for humans and 
ecosystems (IPCC 2018). 

In order to avoid unforeseen negative consequences for nature and human well-being, limits to 
growth (Meadows et al. 1972; Meadows, Meadows, and Randers 1992) need to be established 
to stop the systematic degradation of the socio-ecological system (Robèrt et al. 2002). Sustain-
ability is defined as the non-declining capacity of the socio-ecological system, which is able to 
satisfy human needs as it is intended by society (Broman and Robèrt 2017). In line with this 
definition, the World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) defined sustain-
able development as the "development that meets the needs of the present without compromis-
ing the ability of future generations to meet their own needs" (WCED 1987, 54). While this 
definition is widely accepted and used, many other definitions exist and "the term sustainable 
development has been criticised as ambiguous and open to contradictory interpretations" (Rose-
land 2012, 6). Roseland (2012) referred to the widely used triple bottom line (e.g. Slaper and 
Hall 2011) and described sustainability as environmental protection, social equity and economic 
development that promotes quantitative and qualitative improvements in these three areas. 
While the Venn diagram and pillars models assume equality of the three equal dimensions 
(Rydin 2010; Science for Environment Policy 2018), the nested systems approach nests econ-
omy within society which both need to operate within the boundaries of the natural environment 
(Saas, Ibrahim, and El Sayad 2017). Sustainable development thus does not mean to sustain 
economic growth and the current system but changing the system in a way that sustains human 
existence on Earth within the ecological limits (Roseland 2012). Berke and Conroy (2000) re-
ferred to the definition of the WCED and the triple bottom line and described sustainable de-
velopment as “a dynamic process in which communities anticipate and accommodate the needs 
of current and future generations in ways that reproduce and balance local social, economic, 
and ecological systems, and link local actions to global concerns” (Berke and Conroy 2000, 
24). Furthermore, the last part of this definition indicates the need to approach the sustainability 
challenge on a global and local level.  

1.2 Human settlements and their contribution to the global sustainability 
challenge 

There exists a conceptual unclarity around the term ‘city’ and ‘urban area’ as there are no com-
mon international definitions. While the terms are often used synonymously, ‘urban’ generally 
refers to a wider range of settlements and includes settlement at all scales (Thomas 2008; 
Bogunovich 2009). Roseland (2012) argued that small and medium-sized human settlements 
do not consider themselves as cities and that therefore, the terms sustainable communities and 
sustainable human settlements are preferred over sustainable city and urban sustainability. In 
this thesis, the term human settlement is thus used as a comprehensive term that describes an 
area that is populated with varying degrees of density (Bogunovich 2009). Furthermore, human 
settlements are not clearly defined spatial areas, but rather complex systems characterised by 
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the interactions between the built environment and various actors who live and/or work in them 
(Healey 2007). Human settlements all around the world are the centre of civilisation, economic 
transactions, social-cultural interactions and environmental impacts (Falkena, Moll, and Noor-
man 2002). While the consumption and liveability of human settlements worldwide are grow-
ing, their sustainability levels are decreasing (Newton 2012). Human settlements depend on 
inflows, outflows and flows within the system (figure 1), such as the consumption of food, the 
demand for building materials and water, the generation of waste, air pollution and sealing of 
surfaces (Toubin et al. 2012). These flows demonstrate that human settlements rely on the pro-
ductive output from areas that lie beyond their boundaries to sustain themselves. Vancouver, 
for instance, depends on an area that is 180 to 200 times larger than its administrative area to 

satisfy its consumption (Ooi 2005). The deforestation of the rain forest, for example, is caused 
to a large extent by the global demand for primary commodities. In addition to destroying an 
important CO2 sink which impacts the global climate, these industrial practices can result in 
local water scarcity and pollution (Seto, Güneralp, and Hutyra 2012). Decisions that are taken 
within a settlement thus influence areas outside of its context as well. The sustainability of 
human settlements can, therefore, address multiple leverage points, i.e. places within a human 
settlement “where a small shift in one thing can produce big changes in everything“ (Meadows 
1999, 1). The flows and processes within a human settlement are often linked with putting 
pressures on ecosystems and/or creating and maintaining structural obstacles for people to live 
a socially sustainable living within settlements. For instance, the lifestyle of citizens within 
human settlements is responsible for over 70 % of the global energy consumption (Gómez et 
al. 2006), 70 % of global waste production (UN-Habitat, n.d.) and around 80 % of all global 
GHG emissions (Hoornweg, Sugar, and Trejos Gómez 2011). At the same time, human settle-
ments are becoming increasingly vulnerable to pollution and climate change impacts on peo-
ple’s health and on the built and natural environment (UN-Habitat 2009; Harlan and Ruddell 
2011). For example, as built infrastructure heats up more than natural surfaces, settlements are 
at risk of urban heat island effects (Voogt 2004; 2014) and rising air and water pollution in-
creases the risks of respiratory and waterborne diseases (UN-Habitat 2009). In addition to the 
problems of environmental degradations, social inequity is growing in many human settle-
ments, and the gap between rich and poor is widening. While parts of the population develop 

Figure 1. The flows and elements of a city (figure taken from Toubin et al. 2012, 2220) 



 

 

4 

 

an increasingly resource-intensive lifestyle, others are faced with poverty, exclusion and inse-
curity (UN-Habitat 2009; 2010). Therefore, sustainable human settlements also need to con-
sider environmental justice and the fair distribution of resources and services (Haughton 1999). 
In a sustainable human settlement, the inflows and outflows cannot exceed the capacity of the 
surrounding socio-ecological system (Science for Environment Policy 2018) and need to be 
distributed fairly amongst the citizens.  

With a growing population, these impacts on the socio-ecological system will increase further 
in the coming years. While some human settlements are shrinking in population, most areas are 
characterised by an increasing amount of people living in cities (UN-Habitat 2009) because it 
provides advantages like job opportunities, a diversity of people, cultures and choices as well 
as better access to infrastructure, education and health services (Jagannath 2019). While this 
trend of urbanisation correlates with increased economic advantages and productivity, it is also 
related to higher crime rates, congestion and contagious diseases (Glaeser 2011). Moreover, 
urbanisation has adverse effects on the resilience of rural areas. As mostly young people move 
to cities, the ageing rural population is challenged by health care and economic development 
problems (UN-Habitat 2009; Martinez‐Fernandez et al. 2012). Steffen et al. (2004) determined 
that the global urban population grew exponentially, especially since 1950. In the year 2015, 
53,9 % of humans lived in cities. By 2050, this percentage will increase to 68,4 % corresponding 
to 6.6 billion people (UN 2015a; UN Population 2018). On the one hand, this development is 
resource-intensive because it calls for large investments and urban areas often relate to higher 
consumption and living standards than rural areas (Hoornweg, Sugar, and Trejos Gómez 2011). 
On the other hand, the development of human settlements provides opportunities for innovation 
and sustainability planning (Shariat 2014; IPCC 2018). "Urbanisation offers significant oppor-
tunities to reduce poverty and gender inequality, as well as promote sustainable development" 
(Thomas 2008, 102). Local strategic sustainability planning can thus support national and 
global sustainability efforts (Roseland 2012; Holloway 2017). The concept of thinking globally 
and acting locally was proposed at the United Nations Conference on Human Development in 
1972 and is widely known ever since (White 2001). Especially within rapidly urbanising human 
settlements, planning towards sustainability has high importance in order to minimise adverse 
effects on the socio-ecological system (UNESCAP 2009). Municipal sustainability planning of 
human settlements can locally improve the quality of life and support global efforts to harmo-
nise human actions within the socio-ecological system in a way that does not systematically 
harm people or the planet. 

1.3 Municipalities and local governance for sustainable development 

According to the United Nations, "the key to sustainability lies in the concept of ‘green cities’ 
or ‘eco cities’" (UNEP 2012, vi). As explained in this section, local governments can lead sus-
tainable development initiatives that "ensure that basis human needs are met" (UN-Habitat 2009, 
xxvii). Since 1978, the United Nations Human Settlement Programme (UN-Habitat) focuses on 
addressing the challenges related to human settlements and urbanisation and highlighting the 
importance of local governance for the sustainability transition (UN-Habitat 2012; Bayulken 
and Huisingh 2015). The association ICLEI – Local Governments for Sustainability was estab-
lished in 1990 to promote sustainability strategies of local authorities (ICLEI, n.d.) and catalysed 
the encouragement of Local Agendas 21 (LA21) at the Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro in 1992. 
As part of the global Agenda 21 for sustainable development, LA21 are strategic sustainability 
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action plans that promote the role of municipal sustainability planning and stakeholder consul-
tation (Lafferty 2001). Stakeholders are those persons who are affected by or can affect munic-
ipal planning (adapted from Freeman 1984). Even though hundreds of local governments com-
mitted to adapting LA21 by signing the Aalborg Charter at ICLEI’s European Conference of 
Sustainable Cities and Towns in 1994, the transition from traditional to sustainability planning 
proved to be challenging for many municipalities as they lack the participation of citizens and 
a holistic approach (Graf 2000; Echebarria and Aguado 2003;  Rok and Kuhn 2012; Bayulken 
and Huisingh 2015). In 2015, 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were adopted as part 
of the United Nations Global 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. Goal 11 highlighted 
again the role of local governance for inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable human settlements 
(UN 2015b). One year after the adoption of the SDGs, the New Urban Agenda was endorsed at 
the United Nations Conference on Housing and Sustainable Urban Development (Habitat III) 
in Ecuador. The New Urban Agenda is the newest internationally recognised framework for 
sustainable urban development by the UN-Habitat and argued that urban planning can promote 
“sustainable development for both developing and developed countries” (UN-Habitat 2016). 

1.3.1 Municipalities 

The term municipality describes a human settlement with its own local government (Macmillan 
Dictionary, n.d.) or the local government itself (Cambridge University Press, n.d.b). In this con-
text, the term municipality is used interchangeably with the term local authority. In different 
countries over the world, municipalities have different structures and responsibilities to fulfil.  
In Sweden, municipalities have a local parliament and own the planning authority for their areas 
(Rydquist 2019). It is assumed that this structure is true for other municipalities in similar po-
litical contexts around the world. The municipal autonomy depends on national and regional 
laws. In the European Union, for instance, the rights of the local autonomy of the municipalities 
are guaranteed by the European Charter of Local Self-Government from 1985 (Ladner, Keuffer, 
and Baldersheim 2016). While differences between the countries and the level of local auton-
omy exist, Ladner, Keuffer, and Baldersheim (2016) showed that the autonomy and tasks of 
European municipalities generally increased between 1990 and 2014. The spectrum of munici-
pal influence can include different areas, such as education, fiscal autonomy, local rules, public 
transport, housing and land-use (see figure 1 in section 1.2). The municipalities can develop 
local rules in accordance with national laws. Sustainable municipal planning includes different 
areas and not only land-use. The municipality can use different approaches to improve the plan-
ning and outcome, such as citizen involvement to inform and educate them (Rydin 2010). Being 
the lowest-threshold between government and citizens and organisations gives municipalities a 
sphere of direct influence (Falkena, Moll, and Noorman 2002) to educate and mobilise local 
actors for sustainable development (Ooi 2005). The quality of the communication is key to im-
prove the efficiency from the municipal action and increase the impact (Boisvert et al. 2008; 
Vos 2009). However, Wälitalo (2019) showed that municipalities often lack the competence, 
common language and political clarity for successful communication of sustainability-related 
topics. Social media offers new opportunities to improve the communication with stakeholders 
and with that the municipal influence (Lev-On, and Steinfeld 2015; Haro-de-Rosario, Sáez-
Martín, and Caba-Pérez 2018). Moreover, municipalities can incentivise the behaviour and ac-
tion of organisations and citizens. Rydin (2010) described different methods, including taxation 
and subsidies, to improve sustainable municipal development. For example, tax reductions for 
companies that reduce their CO2 emissions for a certain percentage per year or use benchmark 
technologies. Subsidies for companies and citizens can promote desired behaviour changes. 
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Feed-in tariffs on solar power, for instance, can support the installation of solar panels (Grinlin-
ton and Paddock 2009). 

1.3.2 Sustainability planning 

Keiner and Schmidt (2006) named planning as one of five fields (decentralisation, visions, par-
ticipation, planning and networking) of action towards more sustainable cities. When followed 
by monitoring and evaluating, planning can steer, coordinate and integrate present and future 
municipal developments and thus play an important role in sustainable development (UN-Hab-
itat 2009; Roseland 2015).  Planning is “a process that uses scientific and technical information 
to build consensus among a group of choices” (Steiner 2000, 9). Sustainability planning is then 
the use of information about the socio-ecological system as opportunities and constraints for 
decision-making within the municipality (Saad, Ibrahim, and El Sayad 2017). The aim of sus-
tainability planning is to integrate sustainability into all operational aspects of a municipality in 
order to create municipal environments that are not eroding the capacity of the socio-ecological 
system to support human life. Rather than separating the work of municipalities in a silo men-
tality, multiple policy fields need to be connected to address the complexity of sustainability 
planning (Healey 2007). While sustainability plans often focus on reducing pollution and re-
source consumption (Wadhwa 2002), it is also important to consider social impacts (Sairinen 
2004) as well as the complex interactions within the socio-ecological system because they can 
lead to unintended consequences in the long term (Ny et al. 2006). Additionally, the Norwegian 
Ministry of Local Government and Modernisation (2014) recommends including an implemen-
tation element into the plan as the basis for strategic decision-making. Most contemporary mu-
nicipal planning systems around the world use spatial master plans that often fail to address the 
interdisciplinary sustainability challenges. In order to successfully address the complexity of 
municipal planning, strategic sustainable development (SSD) is needed. SSD a process for plan-
ning and decision-making that aids the transition of the current unsustainable society towards a 
sustainable state (Robèrt et al. 2018). Therefore, new approaches of municipal sustainability 
planning that are more strategic, process-oriented, participatory and empowering for different 
stakeholders have arisen in recent years (Blanes 2008; UN-Habitat 2009; 2010; Joss 2015a; 
Joss et al. 2015). These new approaches are closely linked to the challenge of establishing good 
local governance towards sustainability and can be summarised as municipal planning through 
governance (Blanes 2008, Rydin 2010). Local governance refers to the leading and managing 
of an area (Holtkamp 2007) and is defined as  

“participatory, consensus oriented, accountable, transparent, responsive, ef-
fective and efficient, equitable and inclusive and follows the rule of law. It as-
sures that corruption is minimized, the views of minorities are taken into ac-
count and that the voices of the most vulnerable in society are heard in deci-
sion-making. It is also responsive to the present and future needs of society” 
(UNESCAP 2009, 1). 

Strategic plans and governance are thus key elements in promoting sustainable development 
(Thomas 2008) that addresses environmental and social aspects in an inclusive and holistic 
manner. The need for strategic plans and governance shifts the role of the municipality from 
managing and controlling to facilitating and steering (Rydin 2010, UN-Habitat 2010). Berke 
and Conroy (2004) described three dimensions of the planning process: political support for the 
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concept, participation, and resource commitment. Within these criteria, municipalities can tailor 
their sustainability planning to their specific context. This task can be overwhelming for mu-
nicipalities, especially when resources such as time, money and expertise are limited (UN-Hab-
itat 2009). Rather than trying to navigate through this unknown terrain on their own, munici-
palities can use existing frameworks for municipal sustainability planning (MSP).  

1.4 Overview of municipal sustainability planning frameworks and ap-
proaches 

Since the beginning of the 21st century, the growing interest in municipal sustainability is re-
flected in the exponential growth of the number of related initiatives, frameworks and scientific 
publications (Joss 2011; 2012; Joss et al. 2013; de Jong et al. 2015; Joss et al. 2015). This 
development resulted in conceptual differences between various arising approaches that de-
scribe human settlements as sustainable, green, smart, resilient, eco, low carbon etc. While these 
concepts show slightly varying definitions and approaches, they are mostly based on three un-
derlying ideologies (de Jong et al. 2015; Joss 2015b): (1) The triple bottom line which refers to 
environment, society and economy as three dimensions of sustainability (e.g. Slaper and Hall 
2011), (2) ecological modernisation which calls for environmental reforms of the society and 
economy (e.g. Murphy 2000) and (3) scientific-technological innovation (e.g. UN Economic 
and Social Council 2013). All frameworks aim at combining information about MSP to provide 
knowledge that is applicable to human settlements (Science for Environment Policy 2018). The 
concepts of municipal sustainability are thus often used interchangeably. So far, the term sus-
tainable is used most frequently and will thus also be used in this thesis (de Jong et al. 2015).  

A framework for MSP is a set of principles, guidelines, indicators and tools that supports the 
municipality in incorporating sustainability into their local governance and planning process 
(adapted from Cambridge University Press, n.d.a). Ideally, MSP frameworks provide principles 
that allow municipalities to envision a sustainable state, indicators and tools to measure and 
assess their current state as well as guidelines for a strategic shift towards their vision. In order 
to successfully shift the municipality towards sustainability, MSP frameworks should include 
environmental and socio-economic aspects and be flexible enough to address specific charac-
teristics and the political context of a human settlement (figure 2). Moreover, it should be rep-
licable, and its implementation should lie within the authority and control of the municipality. 
The municipality can then align its sustainability plans with such an overarching MSP frame-
work (Keiner and Schmidt 2006) and make strategic decisions towards sustainability. The in-
formation provided by MSP framework establishes a common foundation for different munic-
ipal stakeholders, which can guide the municipality to distribute its resources effectively (Pintér 
2018). The integration of sustainability, in general, and MSP frameworks, specifically, should 
be aligned to policy and regulation in order to ensure a unified approach for the municipality 
(Lindberg 2019; Rydquist 2019). MSP frameworks support municipalities with certainty and 
legitimacy about their approach (Joss, Tomozeiu, and Cowley 2012). 
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Figure 2. Conceptual elements of municipal sustainability planning (MSP) frameworks.MSP frameworks, including princi-
ples, guidelines, indicators and tools (blue), support the implementation of sustainability into municipalities’ local govern-

ance and planning process (green) and are influenced by environmental and socio-economic aspects as well as specific char-
acteristics and political context of a human settlement (yellow).  

 

Figure 3. The role of MSP frameworks in moving towards sustainable municipalities.The funnel metaphor describes the sys-
tematic character of the sustainability challenge. Strategic planning for municipal sustainability enables the municipality to 

make strategic decisions that will move it towards its vision and bridge the gap between the current unsustainable state of the 
municipality and the vision of a sustainable municipality. The closing funnel walls indicate the self-benefit of proactive ac-
tions towards sustainability to avoid abrupt changes in the socio-ecological system that result in adverse impacts. Ideally, 
MSP frameworks should support all four steps of the ABCD procedure to strategically support municipalities to move to-
wards sustainability. The widening of the funnel on the right side describes how the system’s capacity could be increased 

through restorative actions (adapted from Broman and Robèrt 2017). 
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MSP frameworks aim to support municipalities in closing the gap between their current unsus-
tainable state and their vision of a sustainable state (figure 3). In order to successfully support 
municipalities to strategically move towards sustainability, MSP frameworks should use back-
casting as a strategic planning method. Backcasting envisions a successful future first and then 
plans towards that vision in a step-by-step manner based on the current situation (Holmberg 
and Robèrt 2000). The four steps of the ABCD procedure aim at implementing backcasting.  In 
Step A, a vision of a sustainable municipality is created so that the municipality can move 
forward and align long-term goals. The vision is created in a participatory process. In Step B, 
the current reality of the municipality is analysed. The next two steps aim to close the gap 
between the current reality and the vision. In Step C, possible actions that close the gap are 
ideated within a participatory process. Step D describes the prioritisation of these actions into 
a municipal action plan towards sustainability. To be most effective, the ABCD procedure 
should be repeated regularly and involve many different stakeholders (adopted from Holmberg 
and Robèrt 2000; Broman and Robèrt 2017; Robèrt et al. 2018).  

Joss et al. (2015) compared 43 internationally visible and replicable frameworks for urban sus-
tainability. 34 of the 43 frameworks have been launched since 2008, which reflects the increas-
ing number of frameworks described above. Science for Environment Policy (2018), a news 
and information service published by the European Commission, compiled an overview of 27 
indicator frameworks and toolkits for sustainable cities which also shows the complexity and 
diversity of this research field. The wide range of frameworks reflects variations in their aim 
and in defining and interpreting urban sustainability. Such differences in the frameworks’ guid-
ing principles, e.g. low-carbon, environmental protection or resilient communities, result in dif-
fering contents, methodologies and indicator sets. Moreover, the frameworks’ scopes vary as 
they address different spatial and jurisdictional boundaries, e.g. district or city scale (Roseland 
2001; Joss et al. 2015; Roseland and Spiliotopoulou 2016). In general, MSP frameworks can 
be categorised into five main governance functions: 

 performance assessment which focuses on auditing, measurement and benchmark-
ing,  

 certification which focuses on marketing purposes, 
 planning which focuses on applying sustainability to policy and development prac-

tice,  
 communication which focuses on conveying definitions, concepts and designs to dif-

ferent stakeholders and  
 social learning, which focuses on involving different stakeholders in the implementa-

tion of the framework and promoting behaviour changes amongst them (Joss, Tomo-
zeiu, and Cowley 2012; Joss et al. 2015).  

Communicative work is especially important for good local governance towards sustainability 
(Rydin 2010).  

1.5 Aim and scope of the research 

Frameworks for MSP are useful resources for municipalities which want to plan towards sus-
tainability. The high number of different MSP frameworks, however, makes it difficult for mu-
nicipalities to select a framework that fits their context, i.e. size, physical and demographic 
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structures, environmental and socio-ecological pressures as well as cultural and political con-
text (Joss 2011; 2012). The lack of sustainability competence within municipalities (Wälitalo 
2019) increases this difficulty. Only with an understanding about the conceptual structure, con-
tent components as well as local and global dimensions of MSP frameworks, it is possible for 
municipalities to select a framework that fits their context (Science for Environment Policy 
2018). While Joss et al. (2015) and Science for Environment Policy (2018) provided a broad 
overview of many MSP frameworks, they did not offer a guide to select a framework that fits 
the municipal context. To help to overcome this gap, this thesis aimed at developing a guide for 
municipalities to support the process of selecting an MSP framework which fits best and helps 
the municipality to move strategically towards sustainability. More specifically, the research 
aimed at answering the following primary research question (PQ):  

How can municipalities be supported in strategically selecting a sustaina-
bility planning framework that fits their context?  

To answer the primary research question, three secondary research questions (SQ) were con-
sidered:  

SQ1:  Which sustainability planning frameworks can be used by municipalities?  
SQ2:  What are the relative strengths and weaknesses of the selected MSP frame-

works from an SSD perspective?  
SQ3:  What are the similarities and differences of the selected MSP frameworks?  

 
SQ1 gives an overview of the universe of existing frameworks for MSP. This overview shows 
the complexity of the topic and made it necessary to choose three frameworks to analyse relative 
strengths and weaknesses from an SSD perspective in SQ2. The selection process of the three 
frameworks is explained in section 2.2. The three frameworks’ relative strengths and weak-
nesses were compared to determine similarities and differences.  An iterative analysis allowed 
the development of a Guide for Strategic Analysis of Frameworks (GuStAF) for MSP to answer 
the primary research question. GuStAF is a tool that consists of 15 key questions and structures 
the analysis of MSP frameworks from a strategic sustainable development (SSD) perspective. 
Based on this analysis, municipalities can select an MSP framework that fits the specific mu-
nicipal context and promotes their strategic sustainable development. GuStAF supports local 
governance towards sustainability, which is nested within the wider socio-ecological system 
and helps to address the global sustainability challenge (figure 4). To provide guidance for a 
wide range of municipalities, the research was not restricted to certain geographical locations, 
municipality sizes, groups of people or sectors. For more detail about the research design, see 
section 2.  

The main audience of this thesis is municipalities worldwide that want to use an MSP frame-
work in order to govern the sustainable development of their municipal area. Within the mu-
nicipality, the responsible person will vary according to the municipality’s specific structure. If 
existing, the sustainability practitioner or sustainability committee is the explicit audience as 
these are responsible for integrating sustainability into the municipalities’ operations. The re-
sults of these 15 key questions support municipalities to evaluate, compare and select an MSP 
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framework that fits their context and promotes their strategic sustainable development.  Inter-
views showed that professionals consultants of municipalities can use the results for the same 
purpose. Moreover, MSP framework developers can use the results of this research to identify 
blind spots of their frameworks and to improve the frameworks’ strategic character. 

 

 

Figure 4. Scope of the research and connection to the global socio-ecological system. The figure shows how the three ana-
lysed municipal sustainability planning (MSP) frameworks, Cittaslow, EcoDistricts and Eco2 Cities, are part of a wider uni-

verse of MSP frameworks. GuStAF is a tool that structures the analysis of these frameworks to strategically support local 
governance towards sustainability. This process of governance and planning is nested within society and the biosphere. 

The scope of the thesis allowed only a theoretical analysis of three MSP frameworks from an 
SSD perspective to design GuStAF. While this approach was sufficient for the purpose of de-
fining key aspects of MSP frameworks from an SSD perspective, it did not consider the imple-
mentation of MSP frameworks. Further collaboration with municipalities that goes beyond the 
evaluation interviews will provide practical insights that will improve the applicability and use-
fulness of GuStAF. Furthermore, MSP frameworks that were outside of the scope of this re-
search may provide additional aspects to be considered for the further development of GuStAF.  

2 Research design 

Design for sustainability in the context of municipal planning is becoming more important to 
address structural challenges of sustainability (Holm, Søndergård, and Hansen 2010). Munici-
pal sustainability planning is thus a dynamic design process that needs to consider the various 
needs and opinions of stakeholders in order to change current unsustainable human settlements 
into desirable sustainable ones (adapted from Blessing and Chakrabarti 2009; Samson 2010). 
As this research aims at supporting such planning processes, it is based on design research 
methodologies. More specifically to this research, design refers to the development of support-
ing questions for evaluating and comparing different municipal sustainability planning (MSP) 
frameworks based on the need of municipalities to select an appropriate MSP framework from 
a wide range of different ones. Design research is crucial for translating different ideas into a 
specific supporting guide that is aligned with the user’s needs (Holm, Søndergård, and Hansen 
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2010). The design thus aims to contribute to the solution of the wicked problem of unsustainable 
human settlements (Bærenholdt et al. 2010), which in turn, addresses the global sustainability 
challenge. The research process was iterative as the field of MSP frameworks is broad, and the 
understanding of the authors increased during the research process. The complexity of MSP 
frameworks combined with various context-specific demands of municipalities requires an aim-
oriented but dynamic design process rather than a rigid and linear structure (adapted from Bless-
ing and Chakrabarti 2009).  

2.1  Conceptual framework for strategic sustainable development  

In order to develop a guide that translates different enunciations of MSP frameworks into one 
structure that can be used by various municipalities, a conceptual framework that allows to 
simplify and categorise this complexity was needed. More precisely, the conceptual framework 
needed to fulfil the following five criteria:  

(1) Unifying: In order to develop a guide for municipalities in different contexts that is 
applicable to different MSP frameworks with varying aims, structures and contents, an 
overarching, unifying conceptual framework was needed.  

(2) Global sustainability challenge: As discussed in section 1.2, human settlements are 
dependent on input and output flows that enable a resource-intensive lifestyle. As these 
flows broaden the impact of municipal activities beyond the administrative boundaries 
of the settlement, the conceptual framework should also to refer to the wider context of 
the sustainability challenge (Rydin 2010; Joss, Tomozeiu, and Cowley 2012; The Nat-
ural Step 2015).  

(3) Sustainability definition: The variety of MSP frameworks shows a lack of consensus 
about the definition of sustainability and Wälitalo (2019) showed that municipalities 
often miss a clear sustainability definition and vision that they can move towards. The 
conceptual framework should, therefore, provide a universal definition of sustainabil-
ity, including ecological and social aspects that the MSP frameworks can be evaluated 
against to highlight their strengths and weaknesses from this perspective.  

(4) Strategic: Blanes (2008) argued that municipal sustainability needs strategic decision-
making. In order to analyse whether the MSP frameworks are helpful for moving the 
municipality towards sustainability, the conceptual framework needed to be strategic.  

(5) Systematic: Human settlements are complex systems with various (non-linear) interac-
tions between their parts and at times, unpredictable behaviour. A reductionist approach 
that isolates parts of the system from the whole is thus not useful in addressing munici-
pal sustainability. Instead, the conceptual framework should take a systemic and holistic 
approach that considers the system as a whole (Pulselli, Bastianoni, and Tiezzi 2002; 
Rydin 2010; Rok and Kuhn 2012).  

The Framework for strategic sustainable development (FSSD), as described by Broman and 
Robèrt (2017), in its newest version, has unique qualities that fulfil all five criteria. It structures 
strategic sustainable development (SSD) into an inter-relational five level model (5LM): sys-
tem, success, strategic guidelines, actions and tools (table 1). This five-level structure aids the 
analysis, decision-making and planning in complex systems. The FSSD is specifically designed 
as a unifying framework for sustainability tools and concepts that supports the coordinated use 
of complementary tools and concepts according to their respective strengths (criterion 1).  
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Table 1. Summary of the Framework for strategic sustainable development (FSSD). The table shows the five-level structure 
of the FSSD with an explanation of each level (based on Broman and Robèrt 2017).  

Level Description 
System The system level defines the system that the planning takes place in. The FSSD 

defines the socio-ecological system to be relevant to the overall vision of success. 
The definition is based on scientific laws and principles, such as biogeochemical 
cycles, assimilation capacity and resource stock and flows as well as on charac-
teristics of social complex adaptive systems, i.e. diversity, learning, self-organi-
sation, trust and common meaning. It thus takes a systems perspective and pro-
vides an overview of the sustainability challenge and related opportunities (cri-
terion 2 and 5).  

Success Within a sustainable society, the ability of current and future generations to meet 
their needs is not systematically undermined. The definition takes a precaution-
ary approach that aims to overcome the systematic errors of societal operations 
that are driving negative effects on the socio-ecological system. More specifi-
cally, success is defined as a society that aligns with all eight sustainability prin-
ciples (SPs). The SPs are derived from primary mechanisms of destruction and 
based on scientific laws (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000). They account for the up-
stream cause of unsustainability and are necessary, sufficient, general, concrete 
and non-overlapping in order for them to be applicable across different contexts. 
The eight SPs are as follows: 

“In a sustainable society, nature is not subject to systematically increasing … 
1. … concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth's crust; 
2. … concentrations of substances produced by society; 
3. … degradation by physical means; 

and people are not subject to structural obstacles to … 
4. … health; 
5. … influence; 
6. … competence; 
7. … impartiality; 
8. … meaning-making" (Broman and Robèrt 2017, 23). 

 
Structural obstacles are defined political, economic and cultural constructions 
“which are firmly established in society, upheld by those with power […] and 
[…] difficult to overcome or avoid by the people exposed to them” (Broman and 
Robèrt 2017, 23). 

The SPs operate as boundary conditions for sustainability planning that allow 
many possible visions with context-specific alignments and individual solutions. 
Within the context of municipalities, these boundary conditions allow flexibility 
to tailor sustainability to their specific context. Any municipality that does not 
contribute to the systematic degradation of nature and structural obstacles in so-
ciety supports global development towards sustainability (criterion 3). The prin-
ciple-based definition of sustainability can guide a structured overview of differ-
ent MSP frameworks (criterion 1). 
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Strategic 
guide-
lines 

The strategic guidelines level defines the guidelines that are used to ensure a 
strategic process to gradually arrive at alignment with the sustainability princi-
ples. The FSSD uses backcasting from the SPs to choose concrete actions as part 
of the strategic plan towards sustainability. Backcasting is a strategic planning 
method that envisions a successful future first and then plans towards that vision 
in a step-by-step manner based on the current situation. It is thus especially help-
ful for complex systems and when present trends are part of the problem as it is 
the case with the sustainability challenge. In opposition to forecasting, which 
often creates path-dependencies,  backcasting can support the systematic coordi-
nation of municipal sustainability (Holmberg and Robért 2000; Broman and 
Robèrt 2017). Furthermore, the FSSD describes that prioritised actions should be 
flexible platforms for forthcoming steps while striking a good balance between 
the pace of the progress towards the vision of success and the return on invest-
ment (criterion 4). The consideration of additional context-specific guidelines is 
possible.  

Actions The action level defines concrete actions that are used for planning or implemen-
tation in line with the above three levels of the FSSD. They have been prioritised 
based on the vision of success and the strategic guidelines and form the strategic 
plan. The FSSD does not prescribe specific actions as these are context-specific 
and need to be determined by the user.  

Tools The tools level entails methods and tools that support any of the other four levels. 
The FSSD does not prescribe specific actions as these are context-specific and 
need to be determined by the user. Within the context of municipal sustainability, 
MSP frameworks are such tools.  

 
The FSSD is thus uniquely suited for the purpose of this research and is, to the knowledge of 
the authors, so far, the only framework that fulfils all five criteria: The concept of planetary 
boundaries (Rockström et al. 2009a; Steffen et al. 2015b), for instance, considers only ecolog-
ical aspects and neglects social aspects that are essential within the context of human settle-
ments; Cradle to Cradle (McDonough and Braungart 2002) and Natural Capitalism (Hawken et 
al. 1999) are not designed as unifying frameworks (Broman and Robèrt 2017); and the sustain-
ability definition of the WCED (1987) and the Triple Bottom line (e.g. Slaper and Hall 2011) 
are too broad and do not provide a sufficient frame for the development of a guide. 

2.2 Methods 

Aligned with an inductive approach, the research process started with formulating research 
questions that guided the whole study. In the following sections, each phase of the data collec-
tion, analysis and evaluation methods are described in more detail. The phases described below 
relate to figure 5. For a more detailed discussion about the development of GuStAF, see section 
4.2. 
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Figure 5: Flow diagram of the research design. The methods are based on and guided by the research questions of the study. 
As described in section 1.5, the research questions consist of one primary research question (PQ) and three secondary re-

search question (SQ). The research process contained three data collection phases (green), three data analysis phases (yel-
low) and two data evaluation phases (red) that led to the results (blue). The ovals next to the results indicate with research 
question is answered with the respective result. As indicated by the arrows, the design process was iterative to continuously 

improve the results. 

2.2.1 Data collection methods 

Phase 1: Initial literature research Similar to many design research processes, in the beginning, 
it was still unclear which parts of the research field would turn out to be relevant and helpful to 
answer the research question (6 and Bellamy 2012). Phase 1 of the research process, therefore, 
entailed a narrative literature review and desktop research to gain an overview of local govern-
ance, municipal sustainability planning and related frameworks. A narrative literature review 
was used because it enabled the authors to expand their understanding of the universe of MSP 
frameworks and the theoretical background (adapted from Bourhis 2018). The review used the 
databases BTH Summon, Web of Science, DiVA and Google Scholar to identify peer-reviewed 



 

 

16 

 

articles, books and other academic publications. The following lists examples of search terms: 
sustainable planning, sustain* plan* frame*, planning framework, plan* framework, munici-
pal* sustain* plan* frame*, transition movement, municipal transition, planning for sustaina-
bility, sustain* develop*, sustain* plan* scheme, community plan*, sustain* plan* index, urban 
develop*, urban plan*. Online resources from governmental and non-governmental organisa-
tions about local governance and MSP as well as the websites of various MSP frameworks 
complemented the review of academic publications.   

Phase 2: Exploratory interview In phase 2, Lisa Wälitalo, a researcher from BTH, was inter-
viewed in order to increase the author’s understanding of MSP and the general planning pro-
cesses within municipalities. Wälitalo was uniquely qualified for this interview because she is 
familiar with both MSP (research content) and the FSSD (conceptual framework of this re-
search). She is part of a research team working with municipalities to develop a framework for 
MSP. The interview was exploratory (Savin-Baden and Howell Major 2013) in order to allow 
Wälitalo to share her unpublished research findings regarding barriers and enablers when im-
plementing sustainability in municipalities. Her theoretical and practical experience with MSP 
provided insights that complemented the findings of phase 1 and shaped the following research 
process (Wälitalo 2019). 

Phase 3: In-depth desktop research Based on the outcome from the initial literature research 
and the interview with Wälitalo, a more in-depth desktop research was done in phase 3 to iden-
tify which MSP frameworks can be used by municipalities (SQ1). The desktop research aimed 
to simulate the search process of municipalities which usually find frameworks through their 
network, marketing of frameworks or with a web search. This assumption was confirmed by 
interviews with municipalities and sustainable practitioners in phase 7 (Alegre 2019; Lindberg 
2019; Rydquist 2019). Moreover, a systematic literature review of peer-reviewed articles would 
not have been helpful to find MSP frameworks because most of them are published on websites 
and not in academic publications. Therefore, the desktop research was based on a few scientific 
articles and web searches, which included the search terms stated in phase 1 as well as the 
names of MSP frameworks. The review identified 75 MSP frameworks that representing the 
universe of MSP frameworks. This overview illustrated the complexity and diversity of existing 
MSP frameworks. The list is not intended to be exhaustive. In order to not exclude potentially 
good frameworks that serve the purpose of MSP, frameworks were included regardless of their 
age, popularity or original focus on other users. It needs to be noted that not all “frameworks” 
that are included in this overview are referred to as frameworks by their developers.  

2.2.2 Data analysis methods 

Phase 4: FSSD Review In order to develop a guide to support municipalities when selecting an 
MSP framework, the authors needed to gain a deeper understanding of the differences of these 
frameworks regarding their structure and content. Therefore, three of the 75 MSP frameworks 
that were identified in phase 3 were selected for an in-depth FSSD review to answer SQ2. These 
three MSP frameworks are EcoDistricts, Cittaslow and Eco2 Cities and were selected because 
of their highly different nature. By using three MSP frameworks that address different sustain-
ability challenges with different approaches, the authors aimed to cover a wide spectrum of 
MSP frameworks. For a description of the different approaches of the three MSP frameworks, 
see section 3.1. The authors acknowledge that other MSP frameworks could have provided 
other insights, but time and resources limitations did not allow the consideration of more MSP 
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frameworks. In line with the argumentation of Joss, Tomozeiu, and Cowley (2012), EcoDis-
tricts, Cittaslow and Eco2 Cities were analysed regarding their process structure as well as their 
content: 

(1) Structure: The five-level structure of the FSSD (see table 1 section 2.1) allowed the 
authors to deepen their understanding of the design of the three MSP frameworks. 

(2) Content: The SSD perspective and interview with Wälitalo in phase 2 allowed the au-
thors to identify the relative strengths and weaknesses of each MSP framework from an 
SSD perspective.  

The analysis was based on original information provided by freely available websites and 
guides of the three MSP frameworks. EcoDistricts provided further information upon request.  

Phase 5: Comparison of MSP frameworks In phase 5, the findings of the FSSD review in phase 
4 were compared to identify similarities and differences between the three analysed MSP frame-
works, answering SQ3. This comparison allowed the authors to see how EcoDistricts, Cittaslow 
and Eco2 Cities corresponded to key characteristics from an SSD perspective. As the three MSP 
frameworks were chosen because of their different nature, their comparison also highlighted 
the wide range of possibilities that MSP frameworks can offer and indicate how other MSP 
frameworks may relate to these key characteristics. Therefore, the comparison contributed to 
the development of a guide that can be applied to the universe of MSP frameworks. 

Phase 6: Development of  GuStAF Through an iterative analysis process of the three selected 
MSP frameworks from an SSD perspective in phase 4 and 5, 12 strength statements and 4 key 
characteristics (applicability, scale, governance function and aim) were identified. According 
to the five-level structure, they were then developed into the 15 key questions of GuStAF (by 
addressing two strength statements with one question). These questions aim to support munic-
ipalities by structuring the analysis of MSP framework according to key characteristics from an 
SSD perspective. Such a fact-based analysis will allow municipalities to select an MSP frame-
work regarding their specific context and resources. GuStAf thus represents the answer to the 
primary research question of this thesis.   

2.2.3 Data evaluation methods 

Phase 7: Evaluation and validation interviews After the analysis phases, a total of nine inter-
views with all three audience groups were conducted (Appendix A). Three municipalities and 
four sustainability practitioners who are working together with municipalities were interviewed 
in order to evaluate the usefulness of GuStAF to analyse and select an MSP framework. As all 
municipalities had experience with the FSSD, they could give content-related feedback about 
GuStAF. Interviewees from the Region Blekinge and the Swedish Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA) validated GuStAF from a perspective of regional and national authorities that 
consults and audit municipalities. An interview with a sustainability practitioner from an NGO 
working with municipalities provided feedback from the perspective of stakeholders who are 
involved in participatory processes of municipalities. Moreover, the framework developer of 
EcoDistricts and Eco2 Cities were interviewed to validate the results and evaluate the useful-
ness of GuStAF to reflect and improve the strategic character of their MSP framework. These 
interviews thus allowed triangulation of the information that was retrieved from the desktop 
review in phase 3 and analysis in phase 4. Cittaslow did not answer the request for an interview. 
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The contacts to the municipalities and Region Blekinge were already established through re-
searches from BTH; the remaining 4 interviewees were contacted directly by the authors. The 
questions which were used during the interviews are listed in Appendix B.  

Phase 8: Revision of the results In the final phase 8, the feedback from the interviews was used 
to revise and discuss the results. When necessary, the results were updated and explained fur-
ther.  

2.3 Limitations 

The development of GuStAF was based on an iterative theoretical analysis. Time and resource 
constraints did neither allow an analysis of how EcoDistricts, Cittaslow and Eco2 Cities are 
implemented by municipalities nor a test of GuStAF by the audience groups through case stud-
ies and field research. The consideration of such practical elements of MSP frameworks can 
offer new insights for the further development of GuStAF. To reduce the gap between the sci-
entific background of GuStAF and the municipal reality in which GuStAF will be used, nine 
evaluation interviews with all three audience groups were conducted. While the feedback from 
all interview partners was very positive and addressed similar topics, 6 of the 9 interviewees 
were already familiar with SSD, and it is unclear to what extent their previous experience could 
have influenced the feedback. Due to the limited number of interviews and their possible bias 
regarding SSD, they were not representative of municipalities in Sweden and the world. How-
ever, GuStAF is not context-specify and can be applied to any MSP framework and be used by 
diverse municipalities. Further research with municipalities in and outside Sweden can support 
the improvement of GuStAF, e.g. in terms of language or explanation of the concepts.  

2.4 Ethical considerations  

The authors followed the guidelines of the Swedish Research Council for ethics in research and 
good research practice (Swedish Research Council 2019) and General Data Protection Regula-
tion (GDPR, European Union 2016) during all research phases. Accordingly, no harm was done 
to people, animals or the environment, and the research process is ‘low risk’. The interviewees 
were treated with respect and honesty. They were informed about the background and purpose 
of the interview as well as the use of (personal) data prior to and at the beginning of each inter-
view. Based on this information, all interviewees gave informed consent to the process of the 
interview and the use of their (personal) data. All interviews were recorded and stored on se-
cured servers of BTH (BTH Register of Personal Data Processing). All collected personal data 
will be deleted when it is no longer needed within the purposes of this research. The authors 
will provide the final thesis directly to all interviewees to share the findings and information 
which are found. This can give the interviewees support in their future work.  
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3 Results 

The result section contains the main results of the analysis and comparison of the three MSP 
frameworks EcoDistricts, Cittaslow and Eco2 Cities, which were the basis for the development 
of GuStAF. More specifically, this section includes:   

(1) an overview of municipal sustainability planning (MSP) framework, including a de-
scription of the three MSP frameworks EcoDistricts, Cittaslow and Eco2 Cities in sec-
tion 3.1 (answering SQ1), 

(2) a comparison of the identified strengths and weaknesses of EcoDistricts, Cittaslow and 
Eco2 Cities from an SSD perspective in section 3.2 (answering SQ2 and SQ3), 

(3) the list of the 15 key questions of GuStAF that support municipalities, professionals 
consulting municipalities and framework developers to evaluate and select or improve 
an MSP framework in sections 3.3 (answering PQ). 

3.1 MSP framework overview 

This section relates to secondary research question SQ1 (Which sustainability planning frame-
works can be used by municipalities?). Based on literature research, an overview of 75 MSP 
frameworks was compiled.  This list drew on the publications of Joss et al. (2015) and Science 
for Environment Policy (2018), which described a total of 60 different MSP frameworks. Fur-
ther literature review identified an additional 15 MSP frameworks. The list of all 75 MSP frame-
works is presented in Appendix C and includes the names and source of the MSP frameworks. 
Three of these 75 MSP frameworks, namely EcoDistricts, Cittaslow and Eco2 Cities, were se-
lected as a foundation for the development of GuStAF because their different structure and 
content represent a wide range of MSP frameworks. The description of the three MSP frame-
works within the following sections highlights the differences.  

3.1.1 Description of EcoDistricts 

EcoDistricts was developed by the Portland Sustainability Institute (USA) in 2010 (Joss et al. 
2015). EcoDistricts' aim is to provide sustainability practitioners and urban developers with a 
framework with guidelines that helps them to reduce the gap between a sustainable district and 
the current situation regarding social and environmental aspects. It considers the "neighbour-
hood-up" approach in cities to be a crucial leverage point for sustainability and is designed for 
the district scale. The framework itself, as well as the supporting documents, are thus addressing 
solutions for parts of the municipality instead on the whole municipality or human settlement. 
However, by applying the framework to multiple districts within an urban area, a sustainable 
human settlement can be built (EcoDistricts 2018a).  The EcoDistricts framework includes three 
Imperatives (Equity, Resilience, and Climate Protection) and six Priorities (Place, Prosperity, 
Health and Wellbeing, Connectivity, Living Infrastructure, and Resource Regeneration). For 
each Priority, example indicators are provided in the EcoDistricts protocol.  
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EcoDistricts names fours actions for the implementation of the framework which are then di-
vided into more specific actions (EcoDistricts 2018a):  

(1) Commitment: commit to the Imperatives,  
(2) Formation: build the necessary leadership, collaboration and decision-making condi-

tions,  
(3) Roadmap: make a comprehensive action plan of performance targets and feasible strat-

egies, schedule and resources for implementation and  
(4) Performance: implement the roadmap, report progress towards targets, and use results 

to strengthen performance and transfer lessons.  

EcoDistricts is most useful for municipalities that are interested in developing (participatory) 
projects in 6 main categories of land use development: new and existing neighbourhoods, 
brownfield sites, business districts, institutional campuses, industrial land and mixed-use dis-
tricts. 

3.1.2 Description of Cittaslow 

The movement Cittaslow was founded in 1999 by Paolo Saturnini, past Mayor of Grieve in 
Chianti, a small town in Tuscany, Italy (Cittaslow 2016a). Explicitly based on the philosophy 
of Slow Food, the Cittaslow association argues that globalisation is constantly increasing gaps 
at social and cultural levels. A Slow lifestyle with the focus on culture, health, local economy 
and interactive dynamics, on the other hand, increases the quality of life and attractiveness of 
the city and will result in environmental and social sustainability (Cittaslow 2016a, 2016d). 
Cittaslow is intended to be used by municipal and/or regional sustainability practitioners in 
small cities of up to 50,000 inhabitants. Bigger cities can join the network but not as full mem-
bers (Cittaslow 2016b). It is best suited for human settlements that aim to engage their citizens 
based on the principles of the Slow Movement whilst resisting globalisation (Cittaslow 2016a). 
Cittaslow aims to mainstream corporate-centred development through planning and urban de-
sign that prioritises each town’s local, unique and historic resources (Semmens and Freeman 
2012). The framework focuses on local human dynamics in small human settlements and clearly 
prescribes 72 quality requirements, which are grouped into seven macro areas:  

(1) “Energy and environmental policies: Parks and green areas, renewable energy, 
transport, recycling, etc. 

(2) Infrastructure policies: Alternative mobility, cycle paths, street furniture, etc.  
(3) Quality of urban life policies: Requalification and reuse of marginal areas, cable net-

work city (fibre optics, wireless), etc.  
(4) Agricultural, touristic and artisan policies: Prohibiting the use of GMO in agricul-

ture, increasing the value of working techniques and traditional crafts, etc.  
(5) Policies for hospitality, awareness and training: Good welcome, increasing aware-

ness of operators and traders (transparency of offers and practised prices, clear visibility 
of tariffs), etc.  

(6) Social cohesion: Integration of disable people, poverty, minorities discriminated, etc. 
(7) Partnerships: Collaboration with other organizations promoting natural and traditional 

food, etc.” (Cittaslow 2016c). 
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3.1.3 Description of Eco2 Cities  

Eco2 Cities was developed by the World Bank and launched in Singapore in 2009 as part of 
their urban strategy. It was created to help cities in developing countries reach a greater degree 
of ecological and economic sustainability (Suzuki et al. 2010). Eco2 Cities is designed for the 
scale of a human settlement. Nevertheless, it acknowledges that, especially in developing coun-
tries, time and financial resources for sustainability planning might be limited. To address this 
challenge, Eco2 Cities advises to start the planning for a part of the human settlement first and 
then scale it up (Suzuki et al. 2010). Eco2 Cities provides four principles that support the im-
plementation of the framework. Each of these principles is an independent approach with sub 
core elements and practices related to the overarching framework:  

(1) City-based approach:  Consideration of the specific context of municipalities, includ-
ing the local ecology, in the development process,  

(2) Expanded platform for collaborative design and decision-making: Coordination 
and alignment of stakeholders’ actions to sustain synergies,  

(3) One-system approach: Recognising the city as a system during the planning, design-
ing, and managing process to realise the benefits of integration and 

(4) Investment framework: Valuation of “sustainability and resiliency by incorporating 
and accounting for life cycle analysis, the value of all capital assets (manufactured, nat-
ural, human, and social), and a broader scope of risk assessments in decision making” 
(Suzuki et al. 2010, 3-4).  

More specifically, Eco2 Cities uses the five areas of energy, water, transport, solid waste, and 
managing the spatial structure of a city (Suzuki et al. 2010). 

3.2 Comparison of strengths of EcoDistricts, Cittaslow and Eco2 Cities 

This section answers the secondary research questions: 

 SQ2: What are the relative strengths and weaknesses of the selected MSP frameworks 
from an SSD perspective? and  

 SQ3: What are the similarities and differences of the selected MSP frameworks? 

Both SO2 and SQ3 were applied to the three MSP frameworks EcoDistricts, Cittaslow and 
Eco2 Cities. Each framework was evaluated qualitatively against a total of 12 strength state-
ments to identify its relative strengths and weaknesses from an SSD perspective. For each 
strength statement, it was evaluated whether the respective framework aligns strongly (+), par-
tially (o), or only weakly (-). The absence of a strength is considered a weakness of the frame-
work from an SSD perspective. The 12 strengths statements are structured according to the 
5LM in the following five sections. Section 3.2.7 contains an overview table which is used as 
a comparison to see how the three MSP frameworks relate to each strength statement. Each 
strength statement relates to the key questions in section 3.3. 

3.2.1 System level 

On the system level, EcoDistricts, Cittaslow and Eco2 Cities were evaluated against two 
strengths statements:  
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(1) The framework helps the municipality to understand the global impact of their local 
actions. This statement shows the influence of a municipality on the global system and its con-
tribution to the global sustainability challenge. The municipality can reduce long-term conse-
quences and cost when considering their global context. This strength statements relates to the 
second strength statement and is reflected in key question 4 of GuStAF. 

EcoDistricts: + EcoDistricts acknowledges the global impact of local action for GHG emissions 
and pollution. It describes the different challenges humans are facing by stating 
that “worldwide, a number of complex issues are colliding: income, education, 
and health disparities; blight and ecological degradation; and the growing threat 
of climate change.” (EcoDistricts 2018a, 3). 

Cittaslow: - Cittaslow offers very limited information about the global sustainability chal-
lenge and the connection to human settlements. The main evidence of how the 
framework helps the municipality understand the global impact of their local 
actions is by relating the prescriptive actions to each of its macro areas. While 
some of these actions address global issues, this prescriptivism could lead to 
blind spots regarding topics outside of the framework and limits the education 
of the municipality.  

Eco2 Cities: + Eco2 Cities explains the global sustainability challenge, including rapid urban-
isation, pollution and climate change. It considers the global impacts of human 
settlements, such as CO2 emissions. The framework also includes an educa-
tional approach within these challenges to increase the awareness of municipal-
ities and citizens. For instance, it describes how human settlements rely on local 
and global ecosystems. 

(2) The framework has a systems perspective. This strength statement considers the whole 
municipality as a system and the connections between the different areas of a municipality. Ac-
knowledging a municipality as a system and its interdepended influence helps to reduce unin-
tended consequences of an action because different aspects are taken into consideration for the 
decision. This strength is reflected in key question 4 of GuStAF. 

EcoDistricts: o EcoDistricts focuses on carbon-neutrality through technology change to ad-
dress global warming (EcoDistricts 2018a). However, it does not consider the 
environmental degradation that new technologies could require: lithium and co-
balt, for example, are currently needed for electrical mobility and batteries, and 
their production can have serious implications to the ecological system in the 
producing countries (Wanger 2011; Martin et al. 2017). 

Cittaslow: - Cittaslow has a systems perspective in the sense that they recognise human set-
tlements as parts of system Earth and the trend of globalisation. It focuses on 
local areas of influence and avoids contributing to globalisation, which is per-
ceived as a negative trend (Cittaslow 2016d). 

Eco2 Cities: + Within the One System Approach of Eco2 Cities, the purpose is to understand 
the whole city as a system and the different connections within (Suzuki et al. 
2010) which promotes systems thinking. 
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3.2.2 Success level 

On the success level, EcoDistricts, Cittaslow and Eco2 Cities were evaluated against three 
strengths statements: 

(3) The framework defines sustainability and helps the municipality to understand the con-
cept of sustainability. Research shows that a lack of a common definition and understanding of
sustainability is a barrier for municipal sustainable development (Wälitalo 2019). This strength 
is reflected in key question 6 of GuStAF. 

EcoDistricts: - EcoDistricts does not offer an explicit definition of sustainability.  

Cittaslow: - Cittaslow does not offer an explicit definition of sustainability.  

Eco2 Cities: - Eco2 Cities does not offer an explicit definition of sustainability.  

(4) The framework includes principles/indicators/guidelines that address ecological and 
socio-economic aspects of sustainability. This strength statement relates to the sustainability
principles (SPs) of the FSSD and to principles and boundaries within the MSP framework that
build towards the vision of success. It is important to consider both ecological and social aspects
of sustainability. This strength is reflected in key question 7 of GuStAF. 

EcoDistricts: + EcoDistricts includes different indicators which address ecological and socio-
economical aspects of sustainability. A detailed analysis with the sustainability
principles of the FSSD showed that the framework is mostly aligned with the 
ecological SPs, including some actions that go beyond the termination of a sys-
tematic increase of environmental degradation, and towards a regenerative state 
where land is decontaminated and landfills are reduced. EcoDistricts aims at
having carbon-free fuels and electricity production that help to reduce the sys-
tematic extraction of fossil fuels (EcoDistricts 2018a). The framework ad-
dresses the topics of all social SPs multiple times within its actions and aims, 
e.g. by reducing dangerous working conditions or insufficient rest from work
(SP4), engaging citizens in public consultation processes (SP5), reducing of 
insufficient possibilities for personal development (SP6), reducing the discrim-
ination of handicapped people (SP7) and improving internet connectivity to 
create individual or common meaning (SP8). 

Cittaslow: + The 72 requirements of Cittaslow address ecological and social aspects of sus-
tainability with a focus on the social part, especially on the well-being of citi-
zens (Mayer and Knox 2013; Semmens and Freeman 2012). Regarding envi-
ronmental aspects (SP1-3), Cittaslow promotes renewable energy, energy sav-
ings in buildings, separation of waste, conservation of water, air and soil qual-
ity. While these actions indirectly address the health (SP4) of citizens, Cit-
taslow also mentions explicit actions, e.g. verified accessibility to medical ser-
vices Furthermore, Cittaslow aims at empowering people by increasing their 
personal and collective competence (SP6) and political participation (SP5). At
the same time, poverty should be decreased, and minorities, disabled people, 
youth and different cultures should be equally integrated (SP7). Cittaslow pro-
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motes initiatives for family life, tourism, local traditional manufacture and cul-
ture (SP8). Some of the actions that Cittaslow requires are very broad and pro-
vide little information as to how to do it. 

Eco2 Cities: o Eco2 Cities aims for resource efficiency and a harmonious relation with the
natural environment (SP 1-3). It focusses on well-being for businesses and peo-
ple to offer safe houses and safe environment (Suzuki et al. 2010; Moffatt, Su-
zuki, and Iizuka 2012). These actions and aims which are aligned with social 
SPs (4-6). Eco2 Cities does not provide ecological and economic indicators.
The focus of well-being for people is only on safe housing, and safe environ-
ments and the framework not explicitly addressed the social aspect to reduce 
structural obstacles in health, influence, competence, impartiality or meaning-
making. The framework mainly misaligns with the social SP’s (Suzuki et al. 
2010; Moffatt, Suzuki, and Iizuka 2012). 

(5) The framework supports the creation of a shared vision. A shared vision helps to increase
the acceptance and alignment amongst stakeholders by creating shared ownership of the vision 
(Collins, and Porras 1996). A lack of a shared vision is, therefore considered a barrier to sustain-
able development (Wälitalo 2019). Once a shared vision is defined, it may be achieved through
a strategic backcasting approach (strength statement 6). This strength is reflected in key question 
8 of GuStAF. 

EcoDistricts: + EcoDistricts promotes the creation of a shared vision in the areas of the imper-
atives Equity, Resilience, Climate Protection (EcoDistricts 2018b), but does not 
require an overall vision for the districts and municipality. 

Cittaslow: - Neither does Cittaslow explicitly support the creation of a shared vision within 
the municipality (Cittaslow 2016b). 

Eco2 Cities: + The framework supports the creation of a shared vision and stresses the im-
portance. 

3.2.3 Strategic guidelines level 

On the strategic guidelines level, EcoDistricts, Cittaslow and Eco2 Cities were evaluated 
against two strengths statements: 

(6) The framework utilises a backcasting approach (ABCD mindset). Backcasting envisions 
a successful future first and then plans towards that vision in a step-by-step manner based on the 
current situation (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000). For more information about backcasting at the 
ABCD mindset, see section 1.4. This strength is reflected in key question 9 of GuStAF. 

EcoDistricts: + Even though EcoDistricts does not explicitly refer to using backcasting, their 
approach of first defining the desired vision of a sustainable district, then eval-
uating the current situation within the district and then trying to close the gap is 
consistent with backcasting (EcoDsitricts 2018b). As the framework aims at 
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changing current municipal trends by using a long-term perspective, the frame-
work is inherently building on a backcasting approach. 

Cittaslow: - Cittaslow relies on forecasting, which is supported by prescriptive requirements 
(Cittaslow 2016c) and often creates path-dependencies (Holmberg and Robèrt 
2000; Broman and Robèrt 2017).  However, as the framework aims at changing 
current municipal trends by using a long-term perspective, the framework is 
inherently building on a backcasting approach. 

Eco2 Cities: + Eco2 Cities shows the benefits of backcasting and uses the approach within the 
framework to develop a shared vision, analyse the current situation and priori-
tise possible action towards the vision (Suzuki et al. 2010; Moffatt, Suzuki, and 
Iizuka 2012). As the framework aims at changing current municipal trends by 
using a long-term perspective, the framework is also inherently building on a 
backcasting approach. 

(7) The framework provides prioritisation guidelines that support the municipality in mak-
ing strategic decisions regarding short- and long-term goals. Prioritisation guidelines help 
the municipality to choose strategic stepping stones towards their vision. It is important that these 
guidelines offer clear decision-support while allowing enough flexibility to adapt them to the 
municipal context. This strength is reflected in key question 10 of GuStAF. 

EcoDistricts: + EcoDistricts offers guidance for the prioritisation process with criteria of appli-
cable objective, implementation scale, and if it’s a project or program. Addi-
tionally, EcoDistricts has feasibility criteria like minimum technical readiness, 
financial soundness, risk, capacity to manage, level of stakeholder support and 
impact on targets (EcoDistricts 2018b) 

Cittaslow: - Cittaslow does not offer explicit guidelines to help municipalities prioritise be-
tween actions, as it focuses on specific requirements to be fulfilled. It focuses 
on providing content, not the ability to structure a plan. Indirectly, the philoso-
phy, the participation and network could provide methods to help municipalities 
decide. This is difficult to answer for the authors because access to further in-
formation is only granted after applying for membership (Cittaslow 2016e). The 
framework is designed to be a strategic long-term decision-making framework, 
adopting the Slow Movement principles in all of the dynamics of the local so-
ciety, mainly social and economic. Cittaslow does not address specific guide-
lines to balance between short- and long-term goals. 

Eco2 Cities: + Eco2 Cities provides prioritisation guidelines and supports the municipality 
with an investment framework that values sustainability and resiliency aspects 
(Suzuki et al. 2010). 

3.2.4 Actions level 

On the actions level, EcoDistricts, Cittaslow and Eco2 Cities were evaluated against two 
strengths statements: 
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(8) The frameworks names actions to be taken in order to reach the framework’s aim. 
While municipalities often have a vision, they struggle with moving towards sustainability. (Ry-
dquist 2019). To overcome this gap, MSP frameworks can support the municipalities by provid-
ing actions that have to be taken in order to reach a sustainable state. This strength is reflected 
in key question 11 of GuStAF. 

EcoDistricts: + EcoDistricts names clear action which must be taken. These are the 4 actions 
of Commitment, Formation, Roadmap and Performance (EcoDistricts 2018b). 

Cittaslow: + Cittaslow provides specific actions, i.e. 72 requirements (Cittaslow 2016c). 

Eco2 Cities: + Eco2 Cities has four approaches of a City Based Approach, an Expanded Plat-
form for Collaborative Design and Decision Making, a One System Approach 
and an Investment Framework that Values Sustainability and Resiliency. 
Within these approaches, Eco2 Cities gives actions for each area (Suzuki et al. 
2010). 

(9) The framework promotes participatory processes that involve different stakeholders. 
Many research publications discussed the value of participatory processes (e.g. van Empel 2008). 
By acknowledging different perspectives, the outcome is more likely to effectively address an 
issue and be supported by different stakeholders. Involving stakeholders during the whole pro-
cess creates trust and commitment and increases the credibility of municipal efforts (van Empel 
2008). This strength is reflected in key question 12 of GuStAF. 
EcoDistricts: + EcoDistricts follows a participatory approach during all phases of the imple-

mentation and includes education of the key stakeholders in the history of the 
districts, issues, opportunities and organisations from the districts. For each 
phase, EcoDistricts describes which stakeholder should be including and how 
(EcoDistricts 2018a; EcoDistricts 2018b). 

Cittaslow: + Cittaslow´s methodology is strongly based on a participatory approach. The in-
volvement of different stakeholders aims at a coordinated and collaborative ap-
proach that strengthens long-lasting community relations that benefit all citi-
zens. With such an approach, the competence of the community is built to reach 
collective objectives. (Semmens and Freeman 2012). However, it does not give 
guidance on which stakeholders to involve and how (Cittaslow 2016d). 

Eco2 Cities: + The framework follows a multi-level participatory approach during all phases. 
The base of the framework is a council with a leading group, where all four key 
stakeholder groups are represented, and participants come from the govern-
ment, civil, private and academic sector (Suzuki et al. 2010). 

3.2.5 Tools level 

On the tools level, EcoDistricts, Cittaslow and Eco2 Cities were evaluated against three 
strengths statements: 
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(10) The framework provides guidance on how to facilitate the participatory processes to 
find consensus and educate participants about sustainability. Guidelines about participatory 
processes can support municipalities to realise the full potential of such processes. For a munic-
ipal sustainability planning framework, it is important to engage the citizens to change their 
behaviour and acceptance of the actions that move the municipality towards a sustainable state 
(see strength statement 9). This strength is reflected in key question 13 of GuStAF. 

EcoDistricts: - EcoDistricts does not provide guidance or tools to support the municipality in 
engaging people. 

Cittaslow: - Cittaslow does not provide guidance on how to engage people.  

Eco2 Cities: o 

 

Eco2 Cities offers best practices from all over the world within the book Eco2 
Cities - Ecological Cities as Economic Cities (Suzuki et al. 2010) to improve 
the citizen engagement, including guidelines on how to facilitate participatory 
processes but not on how to find consensus. 

(11) The framework refers to tools and technical solutions and supports the municipality 
in evaluating and choosing the ones that strategically move it towards sustainability. Within 
the complexity of municipal sustainability and varying municipal contexts, it is likely that one 
framework is not sufficient in providing varied support to the municipality regarding all sectors, 
sustainability areas and phases of the sustainability journey. It is therefore good to know whether 
a framework refers to complementary tools and technologies and whether they align with the 
municipal context. This strength is reflected in key question 14 of GuStAF. 

EcoDistricts: o EcoDistricts refers to different tools, like indicators, best practices and a list of 
possible complementary tools to help the municipality to reach the aim in each 
of EcoDistricts priority areas. However, EcoDistricts does not provide guidance 
to evaluate and choose the right tools or technical solution. 

Cittaslow: - Within the information that is available to the authors, Cittaslow does not refer 
to other complementary tools.  The few technical solutions that are provided 
are very specific and prescriptive and do not consider different municipal con-
texts. 

Eco2 Cities: o Eco2 Cities refers to different tools, like measuring and analysing tools, within 
the best practices and the Eco2 Cities guide (Suzuki et al. 2010; Moffatt, Su-
zuki, and Iizuka 2012). However, Eco2 Cities does not give guidance about 
when to use which tool. 

(12) The framework provides a platform for collaboration and networking between mu-
nicipalities. Networks and collaboration platform can support the knowledge transfer between 
municipalities by exchanging best practices, experiences, learning ideas and offering the oppor-
tunity to build alliances between each other to move the municipalities more efficiently towards 
sustainability. This strength is reflected in key question 15 of GuStAF. 

EcoDistricts: o Apart from meetings and events for the practitioners who are using the frame-
work, EcoDistricts does not offer a network. 
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Cittaslow: + Cittaslow aims to bring stakeholders in the community together (Semmens and 
Freeman 2012) to coordinate future strategies as suggested by the 72 quality 
requirements. The members have access to a network of practitioners from 
other human settlements that have implemented the framework to promote the 
sharing of best practices (Semmens and Freeman 2012).  

Eco2 Cities: - Eco2 Cities does not provide collaboration and networks between practitioners 
and municipalities. 

3.2.6 Overview of the strengths of EcoDistricts, Cittaslow and Eco2 Cities 

Table 2 shows how the three MSP frameworks EcoDistricts, Cittaslow and Eco2 Cities relate 
to the 12 strength statements. The table does not accumulate the +, O, and – to an overall rating 
because such a ranking implies that one MSP framework is “better” than another. Apart from 
the frameworks’ strategic character, the specific municipal context determines which MSP 
framework fits best. A ranking that neglect detailed information about the MSP frameworks 
thus does not represent the complexity of such selection processes.  

Table 2. Overview of the strengths of EcoDistricts, Cittaslow and Eco2 Cities. The strengths are categorised in the system 
(blue), success (green), strategic guideline (yellow), actions (orange) and tools level (grey). For each strength statement, it 
was evaluated whether the respective framework aligns strongly (+), partially (o) only weakly (-). For more detailed infor-

mation it is referred to the sections above. 

FSS
D Strength 

Eco- 
Districts 

Cittaslow 
Eco2  
Cities 
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(1) Global context: The framework helps the municipal-
ity to understand the global impact of their local actions. + - + 
(2) Systems perspective: The framework has a systems 
perspective, e.g. sees the whole municipality as a system 
and the connection between the different areas of the mu-
nicipality. 

o - + 
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(3) Sustainability definition: The framework defines 
sustainability and helps the municipality to understand 
the concept of sustainability. 

- - - 
(4) Aspects of sustainability: The framework includes 
principles/indicators/guidelines that address ecological 
and socio-economic aspects of sustainability. 

+ + o 
(5) Creation of a shared vision: The framework supports 
the creation of a shared vision. + - + 
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 (6) Backcasting: The framework utilises a backcasting 
approach (ABCD mindset). + - + 
(7) Prioritisation guidelines: The framework provides 
prioritisation guidelines that support the municipality in 
making strategic decisions regarding short- and long-term 
goals. 

+ - + 
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 (8) Actions: The frameworks names actions to be taken 
in order to reach the framework’s aim. + + + 
(9) Participatory processes: The framework promotes 
participatory processes that involve different stakeholder. + + + 
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(10) Guidance on participatory processes: The frame-
work provides guidance on how to facilitate the participa-
tory processes to find consensus and educate participants 
about sustainability. 

- - o 
(11) Tools and technical solutions: The framework re-
fers to tools and technical solutions and supports the mu-
nicipality in evaluating and choosing the ones that strate-
gically move it towards sustainability. 

o - o 
(12) Network: The framework provides a platform for 
collaboration and networking between municipalities. o + - 

 

3.3 A Guide for the Strategic Analysis of Frameworks (GuStAF) 

This section answers the main research question: How can municipalities be supported in stra-
tegically selecting a sustainability planning framework that fits their context? Based on an it-
erative analysis of EcoDistricts, Cittaslow and Eco2 Cities, a Guide for the Strategic Analysis 
of Frameworks (GuStAF) was developed. GuStAF is a tool containing 15 key questions that 
structure the analysis of MSP frameworks from a strategic sustainable development (SSD) per-
spective. Based on this analysis, municipalities can select an MSP framework that fits the spe-
cific municipal context and promotes strategic sustainable development. The 15 key questions 
were derived from the 12 strengths statements (see section 3.2) and 4 additional characteristics 
that are needed to determine whether an MSP framework fit a specific context (applicability, 
scale, governance function and aim). The global context of municipalities (strength statement 
1) inherently applies a systems perspective (strength statement 2). In order to highlight their 
connectivity and simplify the use of GuStAF, these two were merged into one key question.  

The 15 key questions are listed in table 3, and Appendix D provides an explanation for each 
question. Additionally, Appendix E, F and G demonstrate the application of GuStAF by provid-
ing the information that was collected for EcoDistricts, Cittaslow and Eco2 Cities according to 
the 15 key questions. GuStAF aims at providing the users with (1) an understanding about the 
structure and content of the framework and (2) and insights about what kind of support the 
framework offers for the implementation of it. GuStAF considers a systems perspective includ-
ing the global context, clear sustainability definition considering ecological and socio-economic 
aspects, backcasting approach, prioritisation guidelines and participatory process including a 
shared vision (Broman and Robèrt 2017; Wälitalo 2019).  
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Table 3. Guide for the Strategic Analysis of Frameworks (GuStAF). The key questions are categorised in the system (blue), 
success (green), strategic guideline (yellow), actions (orange) and tools level (grey). 
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Questions in the system level address the structural context that the MSP framework refers to.  
(1) Applicability: Are there limitations on the use of the framework to certain municipalities 
according t, e.g. population, membership or region? 
(2) Scale: For which scale is the framework intended, e.g. building, district, human settlement or 
regional scale?  

(3) Governance function: Which governance functions, i.e. planning, performance assessment, 
certification, communication and/or social learning, does the framework support or help to de-
velop? 

(4) Global context: Does the framework help the municipality to understand the global impact of 
their local actions within the municipality, and if yes, how? 
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cc
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Questions on the success level address the aim and sustainability definition of the MSP frame-
work. 

(5) Aim: Does the framework’s aim support the municipality in reaching its aim?  
(6) Sustainability definition: Does the framework define sustainability and help the municipality 
to understand the concept of sustainability, and if yes, how? 

(7) Aspects of sustainability: Does the framework include indicators/guidelines that address eco-
logical and socio-economic aspects of sustainability, and if yes, how?  
(8) Shared vision: Does the framework support the creation of a shared vision and if yes, how? 
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l Questions on the strategic guidelines level address the strategic character of the MSP framework. 

(9) Backcasting: Does the framework utilise a backcasting approach (ABCD mindset), or does it 
solely rely on forecasting? 

(10) Prioritisation guidelines: Does the framework provide prioritisation guidelines that support 
the municipality in making strategic decisions regarding short- and long-term goals and if yes, 
which ones? 

A
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l Questions on the actions level address steps that need to be taken to apply the MSP framework. 
(11) Actions: Does the framework names actions to be taken in order to reach the framework’s 
aim, and if yes, which ones? 

(12) Participatory processes: Does the framework promote participatory processes that involve 
 different stakeholder and if yes, with whom, when and how?  
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Questions on the tools level address supporting instruments for applying the MSP framework. 
(13) Guidance on participatory processes: Does the framework provide guidance on how to 
facilitate participatory processes to find consensus and educate the participants about sustainabil-
ity and if yes, how? 
(14) Tools and technical solutions: Does the framework support the strategic selection and use 
of other tools and technical solutions and if yes, for which purposes? 

(15) Network: Does the framework provide a platform for collaboration and networking between 
municipalities, and if yes, how?  
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4 Discussion   

This thesis aimed at developing a supporting tool for municipalities to select a framework for 
municipal sustainability planning (MSP) that best fits their context. More specifically, the pri-
mary research question of this thesis was How can municipalities be supported in strategically 
selecting a sustainability planning framework that fits their context? This research question was 
answered with the development of GuStAF is a tool that structures the analysis of MSP frame-
works from a strategic sustainable development (SSD) perspective.  GuStAF provides key char-
acteristics of MSP frameworks that support municipalities to make fact-based decisions for 
strategic sustainable development (Adrian 2019; Dahl-Ryde 2019; Johansson 2019; Rydquist 
2019; Suzuki 2019). The following section discusses the need for GuStAF, how GuStAF was 
developed, the contributions and limitations of this research as well as recommendations to 
future research. 

4.1 The complexity of municipal sustainability planning   

Various MSP frameworks aim to support complex and diverse municipalities worldwide in 
their strategic planning towards sustainability. The motivation to select an MSP framework may 
vary between municipalities. It may depend on the marketing efforts of the framework devel-
oper or costs (see section 4.1.3), the political agenda (see key question 5 in section 4.4.2), the 
aim and content of the framework (see all key questions, especially key question 5,6 and 7 in 
section 4.4.2) and other municipalities within the network which are using the framework (see 
key question 15 in section 4.4.5). Municipalities may decide to use a framework for MSP to 
prevent and/or correct adverse impacts on the socio-ecological system due to unsustainable be-
haviours. Proactive actions can realise self-benefits as the funnel metaphor illustrates (see figure 
3 in section 1.4). But can MSP be standardised and is there one MSP framework that is “better” 
than the others? Should municipalities select prescriptive MSP frameworks or ones that are 
more flexible? And why can it be relevant who developed the MSP framework? These questions 
indicate the complexity of MSP and the need for a guide that helps municipalities to navigate 
through the universe of MSP frameworks. Responses to these questions are discussed in the 
following sections.  

4.1.1 Standardisation of municipal sustainability planning frameworks  

Increasing globalisation has brought about accelerated knowledge sharing between municipal-
ities to exchange experiences and best practices regarding sustainability planning (Joss, Tomo-
zeiu, and Cowley 2012). In order to be applicable to various municipal contexts and support the 
collaboration between municipalities with a common language, frameworks for MSP need to 
be generic and replicable (Roseland and Spiliotopoulou 2016; Caprotti et al. 2017; Science for 
Environment Policy 2018). They thus try to standardise the definition, measurement and man-
agement of a municipal sustainability (Joss 2012; 2015; Caprotti et al. 2017). However, stand-
ardised MSP frameworks are not always applicable to specific municipalities as their structure 
and content do not relate to the specific socio-spatial dynamics of municipalities and the com-
plex interrelations between various municipal actors (Healey 2007; Roseland and Spiliotopou-
lou 2016). Municipalities differ in various aspects such as size, physical and demographic struc-
tures, environmental and socio-ecological pressures as well as cultural and political context 
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(Joss 2011; 2012). Levesque, Bell, and Calhoun (2016), for instance, discussed the sustainabil-
ity planning efforts of small municipalities in contrast to bigger municipalities and the influence 
of interest groups, growth patterns, and institutional characteristics. They found that the imple-
mentation efficiency of sustainability policy does not only depend on the size of municipalities 
but also on the political structure and the commitment of involved stakeholders. No framework 
can be expected to work in the same way in different contexts and to cover all these different 
contexts at the same time. The local, municipality-specific context always influences how an 
MSP framework is interpreted and applied (Joss 2012). The various municipal contexts beg the 
question of whether an overarching MSP framework is universally applicable to many munici-
palities, or whether several, specific MSP frameworks are preferable. While MSP frameworks 
generally are independent of each other, they can also be used together to realise respective 
benefits and fill possible gaps of frameworks (Saad, Ibrahim, and El Sayad 2017). In fact, some 
municipalities already use multiple frameworks to combine their strengths regarding specific 
topics (Joss 2012).   

4.1.2 Prescriptivism of municipal sustainability planning frameworks  

The nature and depth of guidance that an MSP framework provides relates strongly to the de-
gree to which the MSP framework is prescriptive. The degree of prescriptivism that is helpful 
to municipalities is not universal but rather depends on their context. Prescriptive frameworks 
are likely to be most helpful for municipalities who are rather inexperienced with sustainability 
planning as it provides clear instructions on how to address specific subject areas, but at the 
same time, it might hinder the users in identifying their own concerns and priorities. Moreover, 
highly prescriptive MSP frameworks might hinder municipalities from having a strategic ap-
proach and disregard aspects which are important for their specific context. Non-prescriptive 
MSP frameworks, on the other hand, provide broader and more flexible guidelines that allow 
municipalities to understand their system and develop a process according to their priorities 
without being tied to a specific series of requirements.  This flexibility can also lead to little 
progress if the municipality is not prepared properly to identify, prioritise, plan, and implement 
the framework. EcoDistricts, Cittaslow and Eco2 Cities vary strongly regarding how prescrip-
tive they are, and it is assumed that the universe of MSP frameworks shows different degrees 
of prescriptivism. While Cittaslow requires specific indicators, Eco2 Cities deliberately does 
not prescribe specific indicators, actions or tools but only provides guidelines for municipalities 
to develop their own according to their context. EcoDistricts prescribes the overall implemen-
tation process but allows the municipality to define more specific actions that are relevant to its 
local priorities. In general, MSP frameworks show the tendency to prescribe broad principles 
rather than specific goals (Joss et al. 2015), which enables them to be customised to a wider 
range of municipalities. MSP guidelines should be clear and concrete enough to support the 
municipality in implementing the MSP framework successfully while allowing enough flexi-
bility to tailor the process to the specific context. The interviews with Adrian (2019) and Dahl-
Ryde (2019) confirmed that MSP frameworks should provide necessary guidelines and actions 
while keeping it as simple as possible.  

4.1.3 The influence of developers on municipal sustainability planning frameworks   

MSP frameworks are constructed socially, which raises the questions of who developed them 
and why. Joss et al. (2015) investigated the organisations developing MSP frameworks but did 
not find a direct correlation between the developer of an MSP framework and the framework’s 
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focus on environmental and socio-ecological aspects. However, the identity and background of 
the developer can have an influence on the structure and content of the MSP framework. Cit-
taslow, for example, was developed by a previous mayor of a small Italian city aiming at making 
the area more attractive and promoting the well-being of its citizens. The success of his ap-
proach motivated the creation of a replicable framework that can be used in other aspirational 
‘slow’ cities with less than 50,000 inhabitants worldwide. The perspective and experience of 
the developer, thus, has an influence on the aim and focus of the framework. This could also be 
a motive of why there are many different MSP frameworks: different contexts, needs, experi-
ences and outcomes result in different perceptions of success, and this perception is transferred 
to the MSP framework approach. The credibility and prestige of the developer can have an 
influence on the popularity of the MSP framework as municipalities are more likely to prefer 
an MSP framework from a recognised developer (Alegre 2019). The World Bank, for instance, 
which is an internationally recognised organisation with a positive reputation could make Eco2 
Cities more interesting and attractive to municipalities than less popular developers (Suzuki et 
al. 2010; Alegre 2019). It could also be relevant to consider that municipalities are more inter-
ested in frameworks that are being used by other municipalities (Skoglycka 2019). A munici-
pality might also be interested in using a widely known and recognised MSP framework as a 
competitive advantage to improve stakeholders’ perception of the municipality. Moreover, the 
aim and underlying motivation of the framework developer is important to consider in this con-
text, e.g. whether the developer wants to promote sustainability throughout the world without 
other interests, or whether the promotion of the MSP framework is driven among others by 
profit gains (Alegre 2019). Thus, the costs of accessing MSP frameworks vary, as the three 
analysed frameworks illustrate: Eco2 Cities is available online for free (Suzuki et al. 2010), 
Cittaslow requires a fixed initial payment of € 600 (CittaSlow 2016a) and EcoDistricts requires 
an investment of over US$ 10,000 for the certification process (EcoDistricts, n.d.c) but help 
with an auditing process to improve the outcome. Of the 43 frameworks analysed by Joss et al. 
(2015), four are promoted by local authorities, eight by professional organisations and 14 by 
social enterprises or NGOs. Possible differences between the motivation of these developers 
thus need to be considered. During the interview, Alegre (2019) highlighted that it is important 
to consider the commercial agenda of the framework developers, the influence over stakehold-
ers and possible marketing or lobbying efforts of the framework developer.  

4.2 The development process of GuStAF  

The development of GuStAF was an iterative process. Originally it was planned to provide an 
overview of multiple MSP frameworks, including key characteristics of each framework from 
an SSD perspective based on an in-depth analysis. However, desktop research identified a com-
plex universe of 75 MSP frameworks with different structures and contents which answered 
SQ1 and time limitations did not allow an in-depth analysis of the 75 identified MSP frame-
works. Moreover, MSP frameworks use different wordings to address various municipal con-
texts. A comparison of MSP frameworks thus first requires a translation of the frameworks’ 
wordings into a comparable language that then can be mapped to the key characteristics. As 
there is no common definition of municipal sustainability, “’the definition’ or substantiation of 
sustainability [became] part of the design process itself” (Holm, Søndergård, and Hansen 2010, 
123). These different natures of MSP frameworks complicated the task to identify the needed 
key characteristics. Varying data availability of the frameworks due to e.g. pay walls, limited 
the analysis depth for some of them, additionally. As described in section 1.4, the universe of 
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MSP frameworks is growing continuously (Joss et al. 2015). A static comparison, thus, needs 
to be updated accordingly.  Therefore, the authors saw the need to adjust the focus of the re-
search to developing GuStAF as a tool for municipalities to evaluate and compare the MSP 
frameworks themselves. In contrast to a static overview, the 15 key questions of GuStAF can 
be used flexibly over time in different municipal contexts around the world. The analysis and 
comparison of the three different MSP frameworks EcoDistricts, Cittaslow and Eco2 Cities 
built the foundation for the development of GuStAF and the analysis by itself can serve as 
examples how GuStAF can be used and answered. Through an iterative analysis process from 
an SSD perspective, 15 key questions of  GuStAF were developed. 

During the strength and weakness analysis, it was considered to assign weights to the results to 
compare the scores more easily. However, absolute scores turned out to be inappropriate in this 
context as they suggest a ranking of the MSP frameworks that ignores the differences in aim, 
structure and content of MSP frameworks. EcoDistricts and Eco2 Cities, for instance, were 
assigned the same number of strengths but in different areas. Judging whether a certain strength 
is more important than another on from an SSD perspective was beyond the scope of this re-
search and depends on the specific context of a municipality.  A more practical approach to 
develop GuStAF together with few municipalities was discarded in order to create a universal 
guide that does not focus on the needs of the specific municipality. Moreover, municipalities 
often lack sustainability competence (Wälitalo 2019) which would have complicated the crea-
tion of a comprehensive guide from an SSD perspective. An in-depth analysis of three highly 
different MSP frameworks, on the other hand, allowed the identification of key aspects of dif-
ferent MSP frameworks from an SSD perspective that are applicable to different municipal 
contexts. 

4.3 Contributions of this research  

From an academic perspective, this thesis applied an SSD perspective to a municipal sustaina-
bility planning context and identified key characteristics of strategic MSP frameworks. This 
thesis is thus the foundation for the creation of universal aspects that MSP frameworks should 
consider from a scientific SSD perspective.  

From a practitioner perspective, the evaluation interviews confirmed that GuStAF is useful for 
different stakeholders in various contexts (Adrian 2019; Alegre 2019; Dahl-Ryde 2019; Johans-
son 2019; Lindberg 2019; Ricchiuto 2019; Rydquist 2019; Skoglycka 2019; Suzuki 2019). 
GuStAF is not context-specific but rather provides open and overarching questions that can be 
used by diverse municipalities worldwide to find out about the key characteristics of different 
MSP frameworks from an SSD perspective. Thus, GuStAF is a strategic tool that supports mu-
nicipalities to navigate through the complex universe of MSP frameworks and to identify those 
frameworks that address the topics that they are interested in. Municipalities can then analyse, 
compare and select sustainability planning frameworks that fit their context and promote their 
strategic sustainable development. Professionals consulting municipalities can use GuStAF for 
the same purpose. Johansson, for example, said during the interview that GuStAF is a good 
example of systems thinking about MSP frameworks and a "strategic way how to find the best 
framework for a specific municipality" (Interview with Camilla Johansson, May 8, 2019). She 
continued by stating that GuStAF can also be relevant for national governmental institutions 
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which give guidance to municipalities, such as the Environmental Protection Agency. Moreo-
ver, organisations that develop MSP frameworks can use GuStAF to improve the frameworks’ 
strategic character.  The interviews with Ricchiuto (2019) from EcoDistricts and Suzuki (2019) 
from Eco2 Cities confirmed that the 15 key questions of GuStAF offer new perspectives which 
are very helpful to reflect on their own framework structures. Therefore, GuStAF can be seen 
as a learning tool for municipalities, professionals consulting municipalities and MSP frame-
work developers to reflect on their own structures and processes. While the analysis of EcoDis-
tricts, Cittaslow and Eco2 Cities supported the development of GuStAF, it also has a value on 
its own as is shows examples of how GuStAF can be used. The three audience groups need to 
assess the relevance of each of the questions within GuStAF to their current situation and inter-
pret the answers according to their needs. The strategic guidelines level which relates to back-
casting (ABCD) in key question 9 and the prioritisation guidelines in key question 10, for in-
stance, encourage municipalities to reflect on their decision-making processes. GuStAF can 
help to understand the importance of a strategic and sustainable approach and can thus support 
successful sustainable development processes within municipalities. GuStAF can make a dif-
ference between selecting an appropriate MSP framework that successfully moves the munici-
pality towards sustainability and selecting an MSP framework that does not fit the municipal 
context which may lead to an unsuccessful implementation and abandonment of the MSP 
framework. Such a negative experience may reduce the trust in and political support of MSP 
frameworks and even the municipality itself.  

4.4 Detailed discussion of GuStAF    

The following five sections will discuss the findings from the analysis of EcoDistricts, Cit-
taslow and Eco2 Cities and the feedback from the interviews according to the 15 key questions 
of GuStAF.  

4.4.1 System Level  

The system level defines the system in which the municipal sustainability planning takes place. 
From an SSD perspective, it is important to not only consider the human settlement itself, but 
also the connections to the wider socio-ecological system. The interviews with Adrian (2019) 
and Rydquist (2019) suggested using the first three key questions as a filter to determine 
whether an MSP framework generally fits the municipal context and therefore whether further 
analysis of the selected framework is useful.   

Key question 1: Applicability Key question 1 is about the applicability of the MSP framework 
and has a rather technical motivation to determine whether the framework can be applied to the 
municipality or not.  All interviews with municipalities, sustainability practitioners and frame-
work developers confirmed the importance of this question. Further discussion around applica-
bility topics can be found in section 4.1.  

Key question 2: Scale Similar to key question 1, key question 2 aims at determining whether 
the MSP framework can be applied to the scale the municipality intends to use it for, e.g. build-
ing, neighbourhood, district, city or protected areas. Interviewees from all three audience groups 
explicitly confirmed that the question of scale is a very important one (Adrian 2019; Alegre 
2019; Rydquist 2019; Skoglycka 2019; Suzuki 2019). Alegre (2019) noticed further that it can 
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be difficult to understand the scale of an MSP framework and especially to compare the scales 
of different frameworks. Independently of the scale of the framework, it is crucial for SSD to 
consider the municipal connections to the bigger socio-ecological system, as discussed in key 
question 4. 

Key question 3: Governance function In general, MSP frameworks are categorised into five 
governance functions (Joss et al. 2018): performance assessment, certification, planning, com-
munication and social learning.  In order to support the ABCD mindset for sustainability plan-
ning, an MSP framework ideally should promote the governance functions of planning, social 
learning and communication during all four steps. Performance assessment is primarily relevant 
for the analysis of the current reality in Step B. Certification is not necessarily needed for a 
successful ABCD procedure but can support the continuous development towards sustainabil-
ity, confirm the real implementation of an MSP framework and reduce free riders which adver-
tise the usage but do not implement it. The relationship between ABCD and MSP frameworks 
is discussed in detail in section 4.2.2. Feedback from interviewees showed that it is important 
to know which governance function the MSP framework addresses (Adrian 2019; Dahl-Ryde 
2019; Skoglycka 2019; Rydquist 2019) although some interview respondents found the ques-
tion unclear (Suzuki 2019) because of the academic nature of the terminology (Alegre 2019; 
Lindberg 2019; Ricchiuto 2019). Future amendments to GuSTAF should, therefore, revise this 
question to be easier to understand by ‘translating’ it into a more common municipal language.  

Key question 4: Global context As described in the introduction (sections 1.1. and 1.2), the 
socio-ecological system and human settlements are complex self-adapting systems (Fistola 
2010; Salat and Bourdic 2012) consisting of many interacting parts that produce a behaviour 
that can be counterintuitive and unpredictable (Pulselli, Bastianoni, and Tiezzi 2002; Robèrt et 
al. 2018). Planning the human settlement with a reductionist approach without considering these 
interconnections, can result in potential blind spots and make it more difficult to understand the 
behaviour of the different parts (Pulselli, Bastianoni, and Tiezzi 2002). It could even lead to 
uncoordinated and contradicting efforts that hinder the municipal move towards sustainability. 
Saad, Ibrahim, and El Sayad (2017) highlighted that a sustainable human settlement cannot 
exist in isolation in a globalised world but depends on the interrelations to the wider socio-
ecological system. The influence and impact of a human settlement are not stopping on the 
administrative borders (Rotmans, van Asselt, and Vellinga 2000; UN-Habitat 2009).   

In order to avoid unintended consequences and reach municipal sustainability, it is important 
to take a holistic systems perspective and consider the global context for municipal sustainabil-
ity planning. Interview respondents from municipalities confirmed that the global context is 
important but can sometimes be difficult to address: Adrian (2019) mentioned that this question 
is maybe not relevant for some municipalities to choose a framework. Rydquist (2019) sup-
ported this statement by saying that local improvements are often more important to municipal-
ities than the global impact. Even though the three analysed MSP frameworks all claim that 
they are addressing the global context of sustainability, the detailed analysis revealed significant 
differences. Eco2 Cities is the only MSP framework of the three that encourages systems think-
ing and Suzuki (2019), the main authors of Eco2 Cities, stressed that the global context is im-
portant in order to understand the connections between the systems. EcoDistricts mainly takes 
a global perspective for climate protection, while Cittaslow focuses on the local level and crit-
icises globalisation. Ricchuito (2019) from EcoDistricts found this question an interesting one 
and acknowledged the limitation that EcoDistricts currently does not consider the global impact 
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in all areas. To address this gap, she suggested to include the SDGs more in the framework to 
improve its global context. Neglecting the global context of local actions can create externalities 
and unintended consequences on the local and global level. For a more detailed discussion about 
taking a systems perspective for tools, see section 4.4.5 key question 14.   

4.4.2 Success Level   

The success level defines the favourable outcome of municipal sustainability planning and 
boundary conditions or indicators for this vision. In order to make strategic decisions towards 
sustainability, it is crucial for the municipality to establish such a vision of a sustainable mu-
nicipal state.   

 Key question 5: Aim The 75 identified MSP frameworks vary in their vision of success and 
aims as they are developed for specific contexts and challenges. While their aims differ, the 
three analysed MSP frameworks clearly state their respective aims, which facilitates the answer 
to key question 5. Knowing their own aims (Alegre 2019) and political agendas (Lindberg 2019; 
Rydquist 2019; Skoglycka 2019), municipalities should compare them with the aims of MSP 
frameworks to determine whether they are aligned. The interviewed municipalities stressed the 
importance of key question 5 to select a fitting MSP framework (Adrian 2019; Rydquist 2019; 
Skoglycka 2019). From a developer’s perspective, Suzuki (2019) said that key question 5 is a 
fundamental and most important consideration.   

Key question 6: Sustainability definition In addition to stating a clear aim, MSP frameworks 
should define their understanding of sustainability. Wälitalo (2019) found that a lack of a com-
mon understanding of sustainability is a barrier for sustainable development in municipalities. 
The interviewed municipalities and sustainability practitioners supported the importance of 
having an overall sustainability definition (Alegre 2019; Lindberg 2019; Rydquist 2019; 
Skoglycka 2019). However, none of the three analysed frameworks offers an explicit definition 
of sustainability. Hiroaki Suzuki (2019), the main author of Eco2 Cities, admitted the lack of a 
comprehensive sustainability definition in the framework and acknowledged key question 6 as 
a good support to improve the current implicit definition which is mainly focused on ecological 
sustainability. Ricchiuto (2019) from EcoDistricts saw a strict sustainability definition as diffi-
cult due to the different municipal contexts and suggested the need for flexibility rather than a 
strict definition. Adrian (2019) from Nybro municipality supported this position, suggesting 
that a strict definition is a risk if a municipality disagrees with it, which would result in them 
not working with the framework. While this position contradicts the findings of Wälitalo (2019) 
that a sustainability definition is important, a wider and more flexible sustainability definition 
which is created by the municipalities itself may be a better solution than a strict overarching 
one. Boundary conditions like the 8 sustainability principles (SPs) of the FSSD (Robèrt et al. 
2018) can set the frame for such individual definitions. 

The FSSD’s definition of sustainability describes a non-declining capacity of the socio-ecolog-
ical system to support human civilisation. While in an unsustainable state, this capacity is sys-
tematically declining, and humans face serious challenges that threaten their existence, they can 
survive in a sustainable state. With that, sustainability describes the minimum criteria for hu-
mans to survive. Many of the MSP frameworks go beyond this minimal definition and address 
the vision of a resilient, restorative, regenerative, or happy state. While, in general, all concepts 
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aim at moving society in a similar direction, some differences exist. Resilient human settle-
ments, for instance, are discussed often in both, academic literature (e.g. Bogunovich 2009) and 
MSP frameworks (Resilient Cities Framework (100 Resilient Cities, n.d.)). Resilient human 
settlements describe areas that build the capacity to withstand and recover from or adapt to 
changes (Bogunovich 2009). The three analysed MSP frameworks aim at well-being and refer 
to regenerative and restorative actions. EcoDistricts, for instance, includes actions to not only 
stop the systematic degradation of the biosphere by physical means (SP 3) but also to restore 
and decontaminate areas to make them usable for the society again. Girardet (2010) argued the 
need for regenerative human settlements that are not only low-carbon and resource-efficient but 
also to improve the capacity of the socio-ecological system to support human needs. Currently, 
these terms are not used as frequently and widely as sustainability, although they promise a 
more liveable future (Roseland 2012; de Jong et al. 2015). From an SSD perspective, all con-
cepts should incorporate sustainability as a minimum goal in order to avoid unintended conse-
quences. An MSP framework that aims at increasing the well-being of citizens, for instance, 
should not do so by creating adverse impacts on the biosphere. The authors conclude that com-
bining the topics can increase the acceptance of the implementation of the framework because 
municipalities and citizens can see more benefits for themselves. Ideally, MSP frameworks 
clearly state their underlying concepts to avoid misunderstandings or assumptions.   

Key question 7: Aspects of sustainability Without an overall sustainability definition, the frame-
work may not address all socio-ecological aspects of sustainability (see section 2.1 Success 
Level of the FSSD). Given the importance of having a systems perspective (key question 4), an 
incomplete list of sustainability aspects may hinder the municipal move towards sustainability. 
Joss, Tomozeiu, and Cowley (2012) stressed the importance of considering environmental and 
socio-economic aspects as well as their interrelationships. Many MSP frameworks, however, 
still fail to acknowledge these interrelations (Science for Environment Policy 2018). Key ques-
tion 7 thus asks which aspects of sustainability are considered by the MSP framework.  While 
this question is important, it is difficult to answer, without a clear, holistic definition of sustain-
ability (e.g. FSSD). For the municipalities and sustainability practitioners, it is important to 
know which sustainability aspects are included to understand if the framework helps them 
within the local context. Interview responses varied, with Dahl-Ryde (2019) mentioning, that 
the aspects which are covered within MSP frameworks must align with national and local goals, 
while for Lindberg (2019) the question of aspects of sustainability is important. Adrian (2019) 
stressed the importance to consider all social and ecological aspects during the interview. While 
currently, not all municipalities have the same opinion, she noticed a trend that an increasing 
number of municipalities considers various social and ecological aspects. Johansson (2019) 
from the Swedish EPA stressed the importance to make rural areas more attractive by improving 
social conditions and with that the quality of life, especially within the context of ongoing ur-
banisation. 

A clear and transparent structure of MSP frameworks facilitates the answer to key question 7. 
EcoDistricts’ protocol, for instance, describes clearly which sustainability aspects are included 
and how they are addressed within the framework. Other MSP frameworks do not provide clear 
boundary conditions, principles or indicators and need to be analysed in more depth to get a 
sense of the covered sustainability aspects. Eco2 Cities, for example, includes rather broad as-
pirations that leave room for interpretation, such as to “function harmoniously with natural sys-
tems” (Suzuki et al. 2010, xvii), than concrete principles.  The three analysed frameworks 
showed different foci: Cittaslow focusses mostly on social aspects and aligns with the social 
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sustainability principles (SPs) of the FSSD, i.e. reducing structural obstacles for health, influ-
ence, competence, impartiality and meaning-making. Therefore, the framework is suited better 
for municipalities which want to focus on their social development. During the interview, Su-
zuki (2019), one of the main developers of Eco2 Cities, justified the focus on ecological and 
economic aspects by saying that an improvement in the ecological and economic aspects, ad-
dresses social aspects implicitly because economic growth and ecological improvement lead to 
a better social environment and living conditions for people. He further argued that such an 
approach is appropriate to support the poor in developing countries. EcoDistricts includes ac-
tions which align with both the ecological and social SPs, but not cover them completely. A 
limited approach which focusses on some sustainability aspects without considering the con-
nections to the wider system is likely to have blind spots.   

As described in section 1.1, the sustainability challenge is complex, and actions can have coun-
terintuitive and unpredictable impacts in multiple areas. Thus, not considering all aspects of 
sustainability can have unintended consequences because long-term effects of actions are not 
considered. For example, resources may be depleted, or thresholds in the biosphere may be 
crossed, which changes the conditions within the whole socio-ecological system (Robèrt et al. 
2018). Moreover, addressing ecological and social aspects separately from each other is diffi-
cult, if not impossible, because they are highly interrelated and interdependent. Poor social con-
ditions create a higher environmental impact due to lower environmental awareness (Milea 
2009). At the same time, poor environmental conditions create poor social conditions because 
people’s health is affected negatively. Especially impoverished people are affected by environ-
mental conditions because they lack resources to protect themselves or to leave the area. Some-
times, they are even dependent on the poor environmental condition, for example, to search 
landfills for goods to sell in developing countries (Priyadarshini 2018). In general, Joss et al. 
(2015) concluded that environmental aspects are more prominent in MSP frameworks than so-
cio-ecological aspects. The three MSP frameworks analysed in this research do not support this 
trend, as Cittaslow has a clear focus on social aspects. The findings may deviate because 
EcoDistricts, Cittaslow and Eco2 Cities were chosen precisely for their different structure and 
content. Moreover, they function only as examples of the 75 identified MSP frameworks. 
Whether the wider universe of MSP frameworks supports the conclusion of Joss et al. (2015) 
lies beyond the scope of this thesis.  It is acknowledged that an SP analysis of MSP frameworks 
that maps indicators and actions to the eight SPs (see section 2.1) requires a detailed under-
standing of the SPs that cannot be assumed for all municipalities. Municipalities that are not 
familiar with the eight SPs can use them as a structure to identify different ecological and social 
aspects of MSP frameworks.  

Key question 8: Shared vision The lack of a shared vision is currently a barrier for sustainable 
development on the municipal (Wälitalo 2019) and regional level (Rydquist 2019). A multitude 
of public companies and authorities, which all have different visions and aims can lead to ac-
tions that contradict and hinder each other. The creation of a shared vision, on the other hand, 
unites various actors and promotes the acceptance, understanding and support of the munici-
pality's work among stakeholders. In the view of the interviewees Skoglycka (2019), Alegre 
(2019) and Suzuki (2019), the shared vision is a crucial part of the successful movement to-
wards sustainability. According to the ABCD mindset (key question 9), creating a shared vision 
in a participatory process that includes different stakeholders should be the first step of strategic 
municipal sustainability planning. However, it can be difficult for the municipality to determine 
who should be involved in this process and how due to the complexity of different stakeholders 
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(Alegre 2019). This is an important fact because depending on the level of cooperation of the 
municipality and their different stakeholders, it can be challenging to include the right stake-
holders and communicate it in an effective way. Adrian (2019) noticed during the interview, 
that some municipalities already developed an overarching vision through time-consuming con-
sultation processes and that they may. On the other hand, not all municipalities have a sustain-
able vision and therefore, the creation of a vision or adjusting the current vision is necessary in 
the author’s opinion.  

The three analysed MSP frameworks show different levels of support of the creation of a shared 
vision: Cittaslow does not support the creation of a shared vision and only offers that the mu-
nicipality adopts Cittaslow’s vision. Eco2 Cities, on the other hand, stresses the importance of 
creating a shared vision in a participatory process. EcoDistricts requires the creation of a shared 
vision for each Imperative but does not support the creation of an overarching vision for the 
municipality. Having multiple visions instead of an overarching one, can be confusing for the 
municipality and its stakeholders and thus hinder an effective move towards the vision(s). None 
of the three analysed MSP frameworks give clear instructions on how to create a shared vision. 
Especially for municipalities that are inexperienced with such processes, it can be difficult to 
successfully create a shared vision without guidance.   

4.4.3 Strategic Guidelines Level   

The strategic guidelines level defines the process to ensure a strategic municipal planning pro-
cess to gradually reach a sustainable state.   

Key question 9: Backcasting As explained above, within complex systems like human settle-
ments (key question 4), backcasting is a strategic planning method that supports the systematic 
coordination of municipal sustainability. Relying only on forecasting, on the other hand, can 
create path-dependencies (Holmberg and Robért 2000; Broman and Robèrt 2017). More spe-
cifically, the ABCD mindset can be used to apply backcasting to the municipality. It envisions 
a successful future first and then plans towards that shared vision in a step-by-step manner based 
on the current situation. It can thus be directly related to the success level, where the aim and 
boundary conditions for success are defined. More than just strategically moving towards a 
vision of success, the authors acknowledge that the vision also needs to be one the municipality 
wants to move towards. In this context, strategic thinking and planning require an iterative pro-
cess of the ABCD to continuously interpret happenings and new possibilities within municipal-
ities and to shape the sustainable development according to the specific context (Healey 2007). 
The strategic plan thus evolves “with the knowledge, values and politics that will give it au-
thority, legitimacy and framing power" (Healey 2007, 31). During the interview, Lindberg 
(2019) stated that backcasting is “the best way” for strategic municipal sustainability planning, 
and she uses it in nearly all of the municipality’s strategic work. Nevertheless, she continued 
that backcasting and the ABCD mindset are rather abstract, and many people are not used to 
these concepts. Adrian (2019) concluded in her interview that the ABCD mindset is the part of 
the FSSD, which is most applicable to municipalities because it is easy to understand and to 
communicate to other stakeholders.  

The universe of MSP frameworks inherently builds on backcasting as the frameworks aim at 
changing current unsustainable trends towards more sustainable ones by using a long-term per-
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spective. However, the actual planning processes described by the three analysed MSP frame-
works do not always reflect the importance of the ABCD mindset, specifically, and backcasting, 
in general. Cittaslow relies mostly on forecasting and does not support municipalities in making 
strategic decisions. This framework can be useful for municipalities, which have little experi-
ence in processes of creation and needed more of a script to guide the MSP process. Eco2 Cities 
describes both forecasting and backcasting, and argues that both approaches are helpful in cer-
tain situations. By stating and explaining the advantages and disadvantages of both, Eco2 Cities 
creates a comprehensive guide for municipalities to lead them through the implementation of 
the framework. EcoDistricts, on the other hand, does not describe their underlying approach of 
backcasting, which makes it more difficult for municipalities to comprehend the implementa-
tion procedure. The interview with EcoDistricts showed that Ricchiuto (2019) was unfamiliar 
with the term backcasting but liked the concept and acknowledged that EcoDistricts is applying 
aspects of the approach already. When MSP frameworks do not explicitly mention their ap-
proach, this key question is difficult to answer without background knowledge of SSD and an 
in-depth analysis of the framework’s process. It would thus be helpful for selecting an appro-
priate MSP framework and implementing it successfully if the MSP framework clearly states 
and explains their underlying process.   

To fully support an ABCD procedure, MSP frameworks should address all five levels of the 
FSSD (see section 2.1), at a minimum system, success and strategic guidelines: The municipal 
system in its global context needs to be defined to enable municipalities to understand possible 
effects of their actions. The success level needs to be addressed to allow the municipality to 
move towards their vision of a sustainable municipality and strategic guidelines should be pro-
vided to enable the municipality to strategically prioritise actions that move them closer to their 
vision. Tools and actions support the ABCD procedure but may be more context-specific. Even 
though none of the three analysed frameworks explicitly refer to the ABCD procedure, EcoDis-
tricts and Eco2 Cities support the municipal implementation of the four steps with the guidance 
they provide. As indicated in table 2 in section 3.2.6, these two frameworks show strengths 
regarding all five levels of the FSSD. Cittaslow, on the other hand, shows mainly weaknesses 
on the levels system, success, strategic guidelines and tools which results in a weakness related 
to backcasting. Only the actions level is clearly addressed, which may be due to the rather pre-
scriptive character of the framework (see section 4.1.2).   

Key question 10: Prioritisation guidelines Prioritisation guidelines are important to strategi-
cally make decisions that balance short- and long-term goals and move the municipality towards 
sustainability. Prioritisation criteria from an SSD perspective might differ from traditional de-
cision-making criteria of the municipality. In order to support municipalities in making strategic 
decisions towards sustainability, MSP frameworks should provide strategic prioritisation guide-
lines that support the municipality during the implementation of the framework. As a municipal 
sustainability strategist, Adrian (2019) added that strategic guidelines can help municipalities 
to communicate the approach of the MSP framework to politicians.  Still, the municipal ap-
proach strongly depends on the specific context and aim of a municipality. Therefore, the guide-
lines should be tangible enough to guide municipalities towards sustainability while allowing 
the flexibility to tailor them to a specific context.  In general, criteria should consider the social 
and ecological impact (severity), the municipality’s relative contribution to an issue, urgency, 
visibility, the effectiveness of possible solutions (technical and economic feasibility) and un-
certainty (Robèrt et al. 2018). More specifically, the minimum considerations to help prioritise 
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actions should be whether the action is a stepping stone towards the vision of success and gen-
erates a return of investment. Regarding the latter, it is important to not only consider financial 
returns but also natural, cultural, human, social, political and built capitals (Roseland 2005) to 
ensure a holistic approach. In this context, it is important to consider who decided upon the 
prioritisation guidelines and whose interests are represented by them because it shapes the focus 
of the guidelines, as Alegre (2019) highlighted during the interview. As one of the interviewed 
municipalities, Lindberg (2019) mentioned that the guidance is not so important for them be-
cause they have experience and their own criteria to use. Dahl-Ryde (2019) and Rydquist (2019) 
from Region Blekinge, on the other side, acknowledged municipalities are often stuck in Step 
B, and strategic guidelines can help to move towards sustainability.  

The three analysed MSP frameworks show a range of prioritisation guidelines: EcoDistricts has 
explicit priorities to give a frame within their roadmap. Ricchiuto (2019) confirmed that the 
balancing of the short- and long-term is not mentioned within the protocol. The aim of EcoDis-
tricts is to offer flexibility within their guidance to enable municipalities to find optimal priori-
tisation question for their local conditions. Cittaslow does not state any prioritisation guidelines 
because the framework is rather prescriptive (see section 4.1.2). Eco2cities has vague prioriti-
sation guidelines that encourage municipalities to find their own guidelines. Suzuki (2019) con-
firmed the flexibility to find the best criteria within the local context was an important mindset 
during the development of Eco2 Cities.  

4.4.4 Actions Level  

The action level supports the municipalities in identifying concrete steps to implement an MSP 
framework. The analysis focused on identifying actions that are provided by MSP frameworks. 
A more in-depth analyses of these actions was beyond the scope of this thesis as their quality 
depends on the implementation in a specific context.   

Key question 11: Actions The three analysed MSP frameworks answer this key question in a 
comprehensive manner. All three frameworks describe clearly which steps must be taken to 
fulfil the frameworks’ aim. While Cittaslow is quite prescriptive in describing the actions, the 
municipality should take, EcoDistricts and Eco2 Cities allow more flexibility by providing the 
description of the process with which the municipality can define actions specific to its context. 
The balance between prescriptive and flexible framework design is described in section 4.1.2. 
From the perspective of municipalities and sustainable practitioners, this question helps them 
to understand what they have to do to implement the framework (Alegre 2019; Dahl-Ryde 2019; 
Rydquist 2019; Skoglycka 2019).  

Key question 12: Participatory process While participatory processes are not explicitly de-
scribed in SSD apart from creating a shared vision in Step A and for the ideation of possible 
actions in Step C, many research publications discussed the value of transparent, participatory 
processes for municipal sustainability planning (e.g. van Empel 2008; Joss 2014). Echebarria 
and Aguado (2003) argued that municipal sustainability planning should constantly involve at 
least municipal staff and ideally other stakeholders to successfully move towards sustainability. 
The complexity of municipal sustainability requires an approach in which different perspectives 
are included, and all parties can shape future developments (UN-Habitat 2009). When stake-
holders are not only informed but empowered to consult and co-create the municipal sustaina-
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bility plan, they can improve municipal sustainability practices regarding their process and con-
tent (Joss 2014). Thus, participatory processes can to create trust and commitment and increase 
the credibility of municipal efforts (van Empel 2008). By acknowledging different perspectives, 
the outcome is more likely to have fewer blind spots and to more effectively address an is-
sue.  The interviewed municipalities, regions, sustainability practitioners and framework devel-
opers supported the importance of involving stakeholders for a successful implementation of 
an MSP framework (Adrian 2019; Alegre 2019; Johansson 2019; Lindberg 2019; Rydquist 
2019; Skoglycka 2019; Suzuki 2019). While participatory processes are generally seen as de-
sirable, municipalities need to balance the costs and benefits of investing resources in such a 
possibly difficult process. Finding consensus between various stakeholder perspective that is 
still aligned with the political agenda can be challenging, especially within a limited time frame 
(UN-Habitat 2009; Lindberg 2019; Skoglycka 2019). Participatory processes can shift the mu-
nicipal agenda and goals into a different direction than intended (Rydin 2010). While a munic-
ipality should be aware of this possibility, it can also be seen as an opportunity to tailor stand-
ardised procedures to the local context and find a solution that represents the interests of local 
stakeholders. Guidelines on participatory process can support municipalities in strategically de-
ciding when to do what kind of process and with whom (key question 13). All three MSP 
frameworks are promoting participatory processes within their structure. Eco2 Cities has a 
steady council from different stakeholders.  

4.4.5 Tools Level  

The tools level describes guidelines and tools that support any of the other four levels. The 
analysis focused on identifying tools that are provided by MSP frameworks. A more in-depth 
analyses of these tools was beyond the scope of this thesis as their applicability depends on a 
specific context.  

Key question 13: Guidance on participatory processes Vos (2009) stressed that the quality of 
the invitation and communication is important for participatory processes because it can affect 
the outcome and future engagement of the stakeholders. According to Wälitalo (2019), munic-
ipalities currently often lack support for engaging stakeholders and facilitating processes that 
create consensus. During the interviews, Adrian (2019) and Rydquist (2019) expressed that 
guidance for participatory processes to find consensus and engage stakeholder is important for 
a successful outcome. MSP guidelines thus have to be clear and concrete to support the munic-
ipality in designing and implementing successful participatory process and identifying the 
“right” stakeholders, while allowing enough flexibility to tailor the process to the specific con-
text. Such guidelines are especially important for municipalities that are inexperienced with 
participatory processes. Dahl-Ryde (2019) from Region Blekinge indicated during the inter-
view that some municipalities like detailed and comprehensive frameworks and other munici-
palities do not. The interpretation of the outcome of this question thus depends on the municipal 
context. Ricchiuto (2019) from EcoDistricts admitted that even though she considered partici-
patory processes to be very important, they have never thought about guidance for their facili-
tation. She explained this lack with the belief that municipalities using the framework have 
sufficient capabilities for the facilitation themselves. Eco2 Cities gives general guidance on 
how to facilitate participatory processes and best practice examples around the process, but the 
framework does not offer a concrete guidance on how to facilitate the process to find consen-
sus.  Cittaslow does not offer any guidelines on how to facilitate participatory processes which 
may hinder a successful implementation of the framework’s participatory approach. 
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Key question 14: Tools and technical solutions By providing additional tools and referring to 
technical solutions, MSP frameworks can support municipalities in developing solutions for 
specific topics and in turn, reaching their sustainability aim. Which tools and technical solutions 
fit a certain municipality depends strongly on its context. MSP frameworks do not necessarily 
need to provide the best solution for each possible constellation. Rather, they should play a 
guiding role by referring to different options and proving criteria for municipalities to choose 
the best fitting approaches themselves. The three analysed MSP frameworks address this topic 
differently. EcoDistricts refers to different tools and technical solutions like electrified trans-
portation and carbon-free energy production but give no guidance which of the tools a munici-
pality should choose (EcoDistricts 2018a; 2018b). While Cittaslow does not refer to other tools, 
it shows different technical solution, like optic fibres or wireless systems (Presenza, Mirko and 
Abbate 2015). Eco2 Cities does not refer to other complementary tools, but the framework 
encourages the use of other tools depending on the specific municipal context. Within the Eco2 
Cities guidance different technical solution with best practice examples are shown (Suzuki et 
al. 2010; Moffatt, Suzuki, and Iizuka 2012). During the interview, Suzuki (2019) explained that 
the fast development of new technologies and tools requires an MSP framework to be flexible 
rather than prescriptive. From a municipal and sustainable practitioners' perspective, tools and 
technical solution can be helpful but is not the most important question (Adrian 2019; Dahl-
Ryde 2019; Rydquist 2019).  The number of different tools and technical solutions municipal-
ities are willing to use is like to vary between them. 

Little or no evidence was found of MSP frameworks considering the costs associated with im-
plementing new tools or technical solutions, such as the inherent cost of acquiring the tool, the 
cost of having either an internal or external responsible person to implement it properly and the 
learning curve of using it. The municipality should have a rationale for adopting a new tool or 
technology, such as aiming at increasing efficiency, improving citizens health or reducing en-
vironmental impacts, to justify the application. However, trade-offs, especially ecological and 
social implications, need to be considered for each tool and technology to understand their 
global impacts from a systems perspective and to avoid unintended consequences in the short 
and long term. Implications can be associated with the production, implementation and disposal 
of tools and technologies, including for example the extraction of new materials, labour condi-
tions and transport. For energy-intensive technologies, it also needs to be discussed where the 
electricity for their use comes from. Using, for example, fossil fuels to power these “solutions” 
creates new problems by emitting greenhouse gases. The implications of producing and oper-
ating a tool or technology can thus offset the benefits it is thriving to reap. The analysed MSP 
frameworks often neglected these reflections. Solar panels, for instance, are often referred to as 
a technical solution to reduce greenhouse gas emissions without accounting for the ecological 
and social impacts of extracting rare earth metals during their production. In this context, a 
comprehensive analysis of the whole life cycle of a tool or technology is needed to determine 
whether it is appropriate for a specific municipal aim and context. Such an analysis was beyond 
the scope of this thesis.  

Key question 15: Network While networks are not a crucial aspect for all municipalities when 
selecting an MSP framework (Dahl-Ryde 2019), they are helpful in many ways (Lindberg 2019; 
Rydquist 2019). Joss, Tomozeiu and Cowley (2012) argued that networks can create shared 
understanding and meaning of the MSP framework, specifically, and municipal sustainability, 
more generally. They can thus align local efforts to reach national and international sustaina-
bility goals. During the interview, Lindberg (2019) stated that being part of different networks 
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is valuable to share best practices and experiences with other practitioners that are using the 
MSP framework, especially because financial resources and time are often too limited to do the 
research by oneself. In order to support such a knowledge transfer between municipalities, MSP 
framework can provide platforms for collaboration, either by periodic events or by connecting 
the members in the network. Skoglycka (2019) and Adrian (2019) stated in their interviews that 
municipalities often orientate themselves by the approaches of other municipalities in their net-
work. They are more likely to implement a certain tool if another municipality has already 
experience with it. Therefore, the promotion of MSP frameworks is likely to happen through 
networks as well. However, municipalities risk to miss other well and potentially even better 
fitting MSP frameworks when they only rely on examples from other municipalities within their 
specific network. Within the analysed frameworks show different approaches in relation to this 
key question: While there is no official network related to Eco2 Cities and EcoDistricts, Cit-
taslow is a network and offers collaboration for learning and meeting between member cities.  

4.5 Limitations   

This section discusses the limitations of this research and for the use of GuStAF.  

4.5.1 Limitations of this research  

As described in section 4.3, the time frame of five months limited the data which could be 
collected and shaped the development of GuStAF. Furthermore, the data availability of MSP 
frameworks differs, among others, due to paywalls, which increased the difficulty to compare 
the frameworks. Representatives of EcoDistricts and Eco2 Cities participated in the validation 
interviews which verified and extended the findings of these two frameworks. Additionally, 
EcoDistricts granted the authors free access to the certification handbook. The association of 
Cittaslow, however, neither answered the request for more information nor participated in the 
validation interviews.  

The scope of the thesis allowed only a theoretical review of the MSP frameworks without the 
inclusion of case studies and practical examples about the actual implementation. The authors 
can thus only judge the potential contribution of MSP frameworks to solving the global sus-
tainability challenge from a theoretical perspective and not their real contribution. Joss, Tomo-
zeiu and Cowley (2012) acknowledged that while planning is important, the implementation 
and use of MSP frameworks strongly influence success. The availability of resources, commit-
ment and political agenda of municipalities thus shape the frameworks contribution to sustain-
able development.   

The research applied an SSD perspective, which informed the research design as well as the 
development of GuStAF. The findings of this thesis are thus limited to the aspects that are 
relevant to this perspective and exclude other aspects that can influence the selection of an MSP 
framework, e.g. cost. Municipalities can incorporate more questions that address additional as-
pects that are important in their context. It is also acknowledged that even though the five levels 
of the FSSD help to structure the information about the MSP frameworks, it can be difficult to 
assign certain information to just one level as all levels are interrelated. Indicators that address 
different aspects of sustainability, for instance, can be used to define success or as tools to reach 
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success. The 15 questions were allocated to the level that framed the intended content of the 
question in the best way.   

4.5.2 Limitations for the use of GuStAF  

While GuStAF facilitates the process of finding a fitting MSP framework, municipalities first 
need to be interested in applying such a framework. This thesis argues that frameworks for MSP 
can support municipalities to become more sustainable. Interviews showed, however, that some 
municipalities are not interested in applying a comprehensive framework for MSP but are rather 
inclined to develop issue-specific solutions in a more flexible, ad-hoc manner. Applying an 
MSP framework is associated with additional, possibly complicated work that needs to be 
aligned with the current political agenda and consider potential changes and coordinates varied 
public entities relevant to the municipalities (Lindberg 2019; Rydquist 2019). Lindberg (2019) 
recalled during the interview that, from her experience, it is difficult to consider all details of 
the system level for the whole municipality because the municipality manages many different 
topics and multiple services at the same time. In Sweden, around 250 public organisations are 
municipal stakeholders that may influence the municipal aims and political agenda. The high 
number of possibly different perspectives increases the complexity of MSP (Rydquist 2019). 
Moreover, some municipalities and sustainability practitioners said during the interviews that 
some municipalities probably would not analyse different MSP frameworks themselves, be-
cause of limited financial resources, time, competence or different working styles. Neverthe-
less, they acknowledged the value and importance of GuStAF (Alegre 2019; Johansson 2019; 
Lindberg 2019; Skoglycka 2019). Limited data availability for some MSP frameworks compli-
cates the use of GuStAF and may hinder the objectivity of the analysis.  

GuStAF is a guide to strategically analyse MSP frameworks from an SSD perspective to gen-
erate an objective information basis for the selection of an MSP framework. Nevertheless, 
it currently does not provide strategic guidelines to support a municipality to select a framework 
based on the results of the analysis. The development of such strategic guidelines would require 
an extensive analysis of different municipal contexts, which was beyond the scope of this thesis 
but should be considered in the future development of GuStAF (see section 4.6.2).  

4.6 Future research  

While many MSP frameworks focus on cities, not all human settlements correspond to this 
category. However. the sustainable development of smaller towns, rural areas and islands 
should not be neglected. Suzuki (2019) stated that land-use management of all areas is a lever-
age point to address sustainability challenges. Future research should, therefore, consider guid-
ance for different types of human settlements. Future research may analyse all currently avail-
able MSP frameworks to offer a database for municipalities according to GuStAF which is 
recommended by Alegre (2019), Johansson (2019), Lindberg (2019), Rydquist (2019) and 
Skoglycka (2019) within the interviews. The knowledge of GuStAF and this research can be 
used to prepare guidelines for municipalities who want to create their own MSP approach in-
ternally or MSP framework developers which want to revise their framework. 

GuStAF is based on an SSD perspective and the analysis of three MSP frameworks. If future 
research results in changes in the SSD approach, the guide needs to be updated accordingly. 
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MSP frameworks that were outside of the scope of this research may provide additional insights 
for the development of GuStAF. As the current version of GuStAF takes an academic perspec-
tive, feedback from practitioners highlight that a future guide needs adjustment to make it better 
understandable for municipalities. The guide needs to use simple language focused on the prac-
tical application of concepts rather than an academic perspective. Municipalities are not always 
familiar with specific terms around sustainability and could find an academic approach confus-
ing (Alegre 2019; Johansson 2019; Lindberg 2019; Ricchiuto 2019; Ryde-Dahl 2019; Rydquist 
2019; Skoglycka 2019).   

During the interviews, Dahl-Ryde (2019), Johansson (2019) and Rydquist (2019) recommend 
the development of GuStAF into a clear checklist. Future collaborations with the audience 
groups will allow the creation of a guide that meets their requirements in order to improve the 
usefulness of GuStAF.  

5 Conclusion 

Human settlements, as centres of civilisation, are often linked with putting pressures on eco-
systems and/or creating and maintaining structural obstacles for people to live a socially sus-
tainable within settlements. For example, they are responsible for around 80 % of the global 
greenhouse gas emissions (Hoornweg, Sugar, and Trejos Gómez 2011) and therefore contribute 
greatly to the global sustainability challenge. Municipalities are the central planning authority 
on the local level and the lowest threshold between governments, citizens and organisations. 
Therefore, they have a direct influence on local sustainable development (Falkena, Moll, and 
Noorman 2002; Ooi 2005). Increasingly municipalities are turning their attention to frameworks 
for municipal sustainability planning (MSP) to help them move towards sustainability. A frame-
work for MSP is a set of principles, guidelines, indicators and tools that supports the munici-
pality in incorporating sustainability into their local governance and planning process (adapted 
from Cambridge University Press, n.d.a). Since the beginning of the 21st century, the number 
of frameworks for MSP has grown considerably (de Jong et al. 2015; Joss et al. 2015). These 
frameworks vary in their aim, structure and content, and it can be difficult for municipalities to 
strategically select an MSP framework that fits their specific context. Thus, this thesis aimed at 
developing a supporting tool for municipalities for such selection processes. More specifically, 
the primary research question of this thesis was How can municipalities be supported in stra-
tegically selecting a sustainability planning framework that fits their context? This research 
question was answered with the development of a Guide for the Strategic Analysis of Frame-
works (GuStAF) for MSP. GuStAF consists of 15 key questions that structure the analysis of 
MSP frameworks from a strategic sustainable development (SSD) perspective. Based on this 
analysis, municipalities can select an MSP framework that fits the specific municipal context 
and promotes strategic sustainable development. Interviews showed that professional consult-
ants can use GuStAF for the same purpose. Municipalities may select multiple complementary 
MSP framework to strategically move towards a sustainable state. Moreover, organisations that 
develop MSP frameworks can use GuStAF to improve the frameworks’ strategic character. The 
usefulness of GuStAF was validated by interviews with all three audience groups.   

GuStAF was developed in an iterative process by analysing three MSP frameworks, namely 
EcoDistricts, Cittaslow and Eco2 Cities, from an SSD perspective. These three frameworks 
were selected from a list of 75 identified MSP frameworks because their different structures 
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and contents represent the wide range of MSP frameworks which allowed the development of 
a universal guide. The comparative analysis of the three selected MSP frameworks revealed 
relative strengths and weaknesses from an SSD perspective and allowed to identify key char-
acteristics of strategic frameworks for MSP. Based on this analysis, the 15 key questions of 
GuStAF were defined according to the five-level structure of the FSSD. GuStAF considers a 
systems perspective including the global context, clear sustainability definition considering 
ecological and socio-economic aspects, backcasting approach, prioritisation guidelines and par-
ticipatory process, including a shared vision. This thesis is thus the foundation for the creation 
of universal aspects that MSP frameworks should consider from a scientific SSD perspective.   

GuStAF is designed as a flexible tool and not as a static comparison of different MSP frame-
works so that it can be used flexibly in different municipal contexts around the world without 
needing to be updated. GuStAF thus supports the societal need to address the global sustaina-
bility challenge within municipalities. It helps users to analyse the strategic character of MSP 
frameworks and identify those MSP frameworks that support the ABCD mindset for strategic 
sustainability planning. Furthermore, GuStAF educates municipalities about SSD and encour-
ages reflection about the municipal processes, even if no MSP framework is chosen. Munici-
palities may, for example, use an ABCD mindset to make strategic decisions towards sustaina-
bility.  

While the authors acknowledge that the use of GuStAF requires time, which may be limited in 
everyday work of municipalities, it can reduce the risk of failure and resources needed for the 
implementation of MSP frameworks. Moreover, a stable political situation is beneficial for 
long-term strategic sustainability planning as changing administrations represent a threat to a 
consistent and transversal planning mindset. The usefulness of GuStAF will depend on the 
competence of the municipal sustainability practitioners as well as the financial resources (in 
the sense of paid work hours) and time that they designate to implement GuStAF. As the current 
version of GuStAF takes an academic perspective, feedback from practitioners highlighted that 
a future guide or checklist needs further adjustment to make it better understandable for munic-
ipalities.  
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Appendix A: Interview partners 

Appendix A shows lists the interview partner for the evaluation of GuStAF in phase 7 of the 
research design. The nine interview partners are divided into three groups according to their 
position: municipalities, sustainability practitioners working with municipalities and MSP 
framework developers. For each interviewee, the position as well as the date, method and du-
ration of the interviews is provided.  

Name  Position  Date  Method  Duration  
Municipalities   

Adrian, 
Emma  

Strategist for sustainable development in Ny-
bro municipality  

May 17, 
2019  

Skype for 
business  

 64 min 

Lindberg, 
Gun  

Strategist for sustainable development in Väs-
tervik municipality  

May 08, 
2019  

Skype for 
business  

28 min  

Skoglycka, 
Katarina  

Former strategist for sustainable development 
of Oskarshamn municipality  

May 06, 
2019  

Phone 
call  

29 min  

Sustainability practitioners working with municipalities  
Alegre, Mar-
iana  

Director of sustainable urban planning NGO 
in Peru, Lima Como Vamos   

May 03, 
2019  

Skype  

  

 46 min  

 
Dahl-Ryde, 
Lottie  

Strategist for sustainable development at Re-
gion Blekinge 

May 13, 
2019  

In person 65 min 

Johansson, 
Camilla  

Officer at the Community Building Unit in the 
Department of Society at the Swedish Envi-
ronmental Agency 

May 08, 
2019  

WhatsApp 
Call and 
Email  

18 min  

Rydquist, 
Jenny  

Spatial Planning developer at Region Ble-
kinge 

May 09, 
2019  

In person   69 min  

MSP framework developers  
Ricchiuto, 
Katy  

Project Manager for EcoDistricts (the NGO 
that developed the framework) 

May 13, 
2019  

Skype   90 min 

Suzuki, Hi-
roaki  

Co-developer and one of the main authors of 
Eco2 Cities  

May 08, 
2019  

Skype   77 min  
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Appendix B: Interview questions 

Appendix B shows the interview questions and their aim for the three groups of interview 
partner, i.e. municipalities, sustainability practitioners working with municipalities and MSP 
framework developers. The overall aim of the questions was to evaluate the usefulness of 
GuStAF and to assist with further refinements. 

Question Aim 
Municipalities 

(1) What is your background and ex-
perience with municipal sustainability 
planning? 

This question is to find out the experience with municipal 
planning and to set the answers in a context of them. 

(2) If you had to select a sustainability 
framework for your municipality, 
based on which criteria would you se-
lect it? 

This question aimed for the identification of strategic 
guidelines and criteria which the municipalities are using. 

(3) Are these criteria reflected in the 
15 key questions?  

 If yes, how?  
 If no, what question needs to 

be adjusted or added in order 
to reflect your criteria? 

This question is to get a reflection on how the municipality 
see its own criteria reflected in the key questions. And if 
not, what have to be adjusted or change to include them. 

(4) Do you think these 15 key ques-
tions will be helpful for you to choose 
a suitable framework for sustainability 
planning?  

 If yes, how?  
 If not, why not? 

This question is to discover the current state of usefulness 
and if the questions can be understood by municipalities. 
To gather feedback for potential changes for a guide and 
future research.  

Sustainability practitioners working with municipalities  
(1) What is your background and ex-
perience to work together with munic-
ipalities? 

This question validates the quality of the interview person 
to set the answer in a context of the experience. 

(2) Are these 15 key questions helpful 
for you as a practitioner/NGO? 
 

This question is to validates how helpful the questions are 
for sustainable practitioners and NGO to work together 
with municipalities. Some NGO developing own frame-
works or gave consultancies to municipalities. 

(3) Do you consider that these 15 key 
questions could be useful for a mu-
nicipality when choosing a sustaina-
bility framework?  Which ones? 

This question is to get the opinion of a practitioners, which 
is involved in participatory processes of municipalities 
how useful the questions are to improve the work of the 
municipality. This validates the quality of the key question 
from an additional perspective. 

(4) What are your insights after read-
ing the questions? 

This question is to get an overall feedback around the 
questions and the whole concept about key questions to 
give support to municipalities. 

MSP framework developers 
(1) What is the reason for the current 
structure of the framework? 

This question is for the background understanding why the 
framework is designed to the current state and if their a 
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 reason why areas are not covered. To understand the inten-
tion behind the structure. 

(2) Do these questions help you to re-
flect on the design and content of the 
framework? 
 

This question is to test the question with developers and if 
developers can be a potential target audience for the guide 
to improve their development and the framework structure 
within weaknesses we found or areas which are not taken 
in account before. 

(3) Is the information which we found 
correct? 
 

This question is to double check if our research finds the 
correct information and to validate the foundation for our 
research. 
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Appendix C: Framework overview 

Appendix C provides the names of the 75 frameworks that are either included in the publications of Joss et al. 
(2015) and Science for Environment Policy (2018) or were found during a desktop review. 

Framework name Source 

1. ASEAN ESC Model Cities Joss et al. (2015) 
2. Biosphere Eco-City Joss et al. (2015) 

3. BREEAM Communities Joss et al. (2015) and  
Science for Environment Policy (2018) 

4. C40 Climate Framework Desktop review 
5. CASBEE for Urban Development / Cities Joss et al. (2015) 
6. Charter of EcoMayors (Les Eco Maires) Joss et al. (2015) 
7. China Urban Sustainability Index Science for Environment Policy (2018) 
8. Cittaslow Desktop review 
9. City Biodiversity Index (‘Singapore Index’) Joss et al. (2015) 
10. City Blueprint Science for Environment Policy (2018) 
11. CityGrid Joss et al. (2015) 
12. CityLab Desktop review 
13. Climate Positive Joss et al. (2015) 
14. Climate+ Development Program Science for Environment Policy (2018) 
15. Community Capital Tool Joss et al. (2015) 
16. Community Planning Toolkit Desktop review 
17. Covenant of Mayors Science for Environment Policy (2018) 

18. DGNB Certification System Joss et al. (2015) and  
Science for Environment Policy (2018) 

19. Eco2 Cities Initiative Joss et al. (2015) and  
Science for Environment Policy (2018) 

20. Eco-city Development Index System Joss et al. (2015) 
21. EcoDistricts Joss et al. (2015) 
22. Eco-Model Cities Joss et al. (2015) 
23. ÉcoQuartier Joss et al. (2015) 
24. EEA Urban Metabolism Framework Science for Environment Policy (2018) 
25. Enterprise Green Communities, USA Joss et al. (2015) 
26. Estidama Pearl Community Rating System Joss et al. (2015) 
27. European Common Indicators Joss et al. (2015) 
28. European Green Capital Award Science for Environment Policy (2018) 
29. European Green City Index Science for Environment Policy (2018) 
30. European Green City Tool Science for Environment Policy (2018) 
31. European Green Leaf Award Science for Environment Policy (2018) 
32. Eurostat Sustainable Development Indicators Science for Environment Policy (2018) 
33. Extended version of The City Capability Framework Desktop review 
34. Foundation for Sustainable Area (FSA) Joss et al. (2015) 
35. Fairtrade Towns Desktop review 

36. Global City Indicators Joss et al. (2015) and  
Science for Environment Policy (2018) 
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37. Global Urban Indicators Joss et al. (2015) 

38. Green Cities Programme Joss et al. (2015) and  
Science for Environment Policy (2018) 

39. Green City Index Joss et al. (2015) 
40. Green Climate Cities Joss et al. (2015) 
41. Green Communities Joss et al. (2015) 

42. Green Star Communities Joss et al. (2015) and  
Science for Environment Policy (2018) 

43. Happy City Index Framework Desktop review 
44. IGBC Green Townships Rating System Joss et al. (2015) 
45. Indicators for Sustainability Science for Environment Policy (2018) 
46. International Ecocity Framework (IEFS) Joss et al. (2015) 
47. ISO 37101:2016 Desktop review 
48. ISO 37120:2018 Desktop review 
49. LEED for Cities and Communities Desktop review 

50. LEED for Neighbourhood Development (LEED-ND) Joss et al. (2015) and  
Science for Environment Policy (2018) 

51. Living Building Challenge Joss et al. (2015) 
52. Living Community Challenge Desktop review 
53. National Australian Built Environment Rating Sys-

tem (NABERS) Science for Environment Policy (2018) 

54. National Eco-County, Eco-City and Eco-Province Joss et al. (2015) 
55. National Eco-Garden City Joss et al. (2015) 
56. One Planet Communities Joss et al. (2015) 
57. REAP for Local Authorities Joss et al. (2015) 

58. Reference Framework for Sustainable Cities (RFSC) Joss et al. (2015) and  
Science for Environment Policy (2018) 

59. Resilient City Framework Desktop review 
60. SDEWES Index Science for Environment Policy (2018) 
61. Selo Casa Azul Caixa Joss et al. (2015) 
62. Sharing Cities Desktop review 
63. SlimCity Joss et al. (2015) 
64. Smarter Cities Challenge Joss et al. (2015) 

65. STAR Community Rating System Joss et al. (2015) and  
Science for Environment Policy (2018) 

66. Sustainable Cities Index Joss et al. (2015) 
67. Sustainable Communities Joss et al. (2015) 
68. SynCity Science for Environment Policy (2018) 
69. The Natural Step for Communities Desktop review 
70. Tianjin Binhai Ecocity Joss et al. (2015) 
71. Transition Towns Desktop review 
72. Urban Audit Cities Statistics Science for Environment Policy (2018) 
73. Urban Ecosystem Europe - Informed Cities Science for Environment Policy (2018) 
74. Urban Indicators Guidelines Science for Environment Policy (2018) 

75. Urban Sustainability Indicators Joss et al. (2015) and  
Science for Environment Policy (2018) 
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Appendix D: Explanation of GuStAF 

Appendix D contains the explanation of each of the 15 key questions that GuStAF consists of. 
The key questions are categorised in the system (blue), success (green), strategic guideline 
(yellow), actions (orange) and tools level (grey). 
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(1) Applicability: Are there limitations on the use of the framework to certain municipalities 
according to e.g. population, membership or region? 
With this question, the municipality can evaluate the framework and determine whether it is 
applicable to its context. Some frameworks are intended to be applicable to various munici-
palities while others are limited to specific characteristics, such as the population of the hu-
man settlement, or are exclusive, e.g. require a membership. While a wide applicability is 
generally desirable, a limitation to certain municipalities can hold benefits because the frame-
work can be tailored to a specific aim and characteristics.  
 

(2) Scale: For which scale is the framework intended, e.g. building, district, human settlement 
or regional scale?  
With this question, the municipality can determine whether the focus of the framework is 
aligned to the intended use/need of the municipality. While some frameworks are intended to 
focus on specific infrastructure such as buildings, others are intended for districts, the whole 
human settlement and even regions. 
 

(3) Governance function: Which governance functions, i.e. planning, performance assess-
ment, certification, communication and/or social learning, does the framework support or 
help to develop? 
With this question, the municipality can determine which governance function the framework 
supports or develops. There are five governance functions: (1) planning which focuses on an 
overall strategy, (2) performance assessment which focuses on auditing, measurement and 
benchmarking, (3) certification which focuses on marketing purposes, (4) communication of 
definitions, concepts and designs to different stakeholders and (5) promotion of social learn-
ing (Joss, Tomozeiu, and Cowley 2012; Joss et al. 2015).  
 

(4) Global context: Does the framework help the municipality to understand the global im-
pact of their local actions within the municipality and if yes, how? 
With this question, the municipality can determine whether the framework gives support in 
the understanding of the connection between human settlements and the global sustainability 
challenge. Understanding the impact of municipal actions in a local and global context as well 
as establishing sustainability competence is key for sustainable development (Wälitalo 2019). 
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(5) Aim: Does the framework’s aim support the municipality in reaching its aim? 

With this question, the municipality can determine whether the framework is aligned with the 
municipality's context, and if the overall purpose of the framework will support the munici-
pality on its sustainability journey. 
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 (6) Sustainability definition: Does the framework define sustainability and help the munic-
ipality to understand the concept of sustainability and if yes, how? 
With this question, the municipality gets insights into how the framework defines sustaina-
bility and whether this definition is aligned with the municipality's objectives. As multiple 
definitions of sustainability exist, this knowledge helps the municipality to determine the un-
derlying concept of the framework, whilst observing the systems boundaries of it. Wälitalo 
(2019) suggests that a lack of consensus of the definition of sustainability is a barrier for 
sustainable development within municipalities. 
 

(7) Aspects of sustainability: Does the framework include principles/indicators/ guidelines 
that address ecological and socio-economic aspects of sustainability and if yes, how?  
With this question, the municipality can increase its understanding of which sustainability 
aspects the frameworks considers. Providing boundary conditions of actions that the munici-
pality should avoid, rather than prescribing what the municipality should do, allows the mu-
nicipality flexibility to reach overall objectives from its specific context (socio-economic pri-
orities, resources, capacities), both for the municipality and the global sustainability chal-
lenge. Clear and comprehensive boundary conditions support the municipality in moving to-
wards sustainability and avoiding actions that counteract global sustainability.  The FSSD 
offers eight sustainability principles as boundary conditions for sustainability: In a sustainable 
society, nature is not subject to systematically increasing (1) concentrations of substances 
extracted from the Earth's crust, (2) concentrations of substances produced by society and (3) 
degradation by physical means; and people are not subject to structural obstacles to (4) health, 
(5) influence, (6) competence, (7) impartiality and (8) meaning-making. 
 

(8) Shared vision: Does the framework support the creation of a shared vision and if yes, 
how?  
With this question, the municipality can gain an understanding about how the framework's 
aim can be tailored to its specific context and whether different stakeholders are involved in 
that process. The lack of a shared vision is currently a barrier of sustainable development 
(Wälitalo 2019). The creation of a shared vision promotes the acceptance, understanding and 
support of the municipality's work among stakeholders.  In the FSSD, the creation of the Vi-
sion is done in Step A of the ABCD Process. 
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(9) Backcasting: Does the framework utilise a backcasting approach (ABCD mindset) or 
does it solely rely on forecasting? 
With this question, the municipality can get an overview of how the planning and implemen-
tation process of the framework might look like. Backcasting is a strategic planning method 
that envisions a successful future first, and then plans towards that vision in a step-by-step 
manner based on the current situation. Forecasting means the extrapolation of current trends 
into the future. For complex systems and when present trends are part of the problem, as it is 
the case with the sustainability challenge, backcasting is helpful. Forecasting, on the other 
hand, often creates path-dependencies (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000; Broman and Robèrt 
2017).   The ABCD process of the FSSD describes this mindset: In the first step, A, a vision 
of a sustainable human settlement is built that the municipality can  ave forward and align 
long-term goals. The vision is built in a participatory process. In Step B, the current reality of 
the human settlement is analysed. The next two steps are then about finding a way to close 
the gap between the current reality and the vision. In the Step C, possible actions that close 
the gap are ideated within a participatory process. The Step D describes the prioritisation of 
these actions into an action plan towards sustainability. 
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 (10) Prioritisation guidelines: Does the framework provide prioritisation guidelines that 
support the municipality in making strategic decisions regarding short- and long-term goals 
and if yes, which ones? 
With this question, the municipality can understand whether the framework provides guide-
lines that help the municipality in prioritising actions strategically and balancing short- and 
long-term goals. In a complex setting like municipal sustainability where different stake-
holder opinions and limited resources are likely, it is extremely important for the municipality 
to prioritise and use the resources in a way that supports the strategy towards sustainabil-
ity.  The FSSD uses the three prioritisation questions as a minimum to select strategic actions 
from the list of possible actions: (1) Does this action proceed in the right direction towards 
the vision with respect to all the eight sustainability principles? (2) Does this action provide 
a "stepping stone" (flexible platform) for future improvements? and (3) Is this action likely 
to produce a sufficient return of investment to further catalyse the process, in terms of finan-
cial, built, political, social, human, cultural and natural capital? 
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(11) Actions: Does the framework names actions to be taken in order to reach the frame-
work’s aim and if yes, which ones? 
With this question, the municipality can get a sense of whether the framework is prescriptive 
(provides specific actions to be taken) or flexible and adaptable to the specific municipal 
context. Prescriptive processes can support the municipality to implement a rigid action plan 
when the municipality lacks autonomy and/or competence to develop one. At the same time, 
however, it can hinder it from addressing specific problems in the context. To select a fitting 
framework, it is therefore important that the municipality understands what resources and 
capabilities are needed to implement the framework, e.g. time, financial resources, compe-
tence.  
 

(12) Participatory processes: Does the framework promote participatory processes that in-
volve different stakeholder and if yes, with whom, when and how?  
With this question, the municipality can get a sense of how the implementation of the frame-
work might look like. Many research publications discussed the value of participatory pro-
cesses (e.g. van Empel 2008). By acknowledging different perspectives, the outcome is more 
likely to effectively address an issue and be supported from different stakeholders. Involving 
stakeholders during the whole process creates trust and commitment and increases the redi-
bility of municipal efforts. For this question, it is important to identify (1) who should be 
involved, e.g. departments and employees within the municipality, citizens, businesses, (2) 
how they should be involved, e.g. regularly stakeholder dialogues, online survey, and (3) 
when they should be involved, e.g. regularly during the whole process from the beginning on, 
only for a consultation of the finished draft. According to the ABCD Process of the FSSD, 
stakeholder involvement is included in the Step A and Step C. 
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(13) Guidance on participatory processes: Does the framework provide guidance on how 
to facilitate participatory processes to find consensus and educate the participants about sus-
tainability and if yes, how? 
With this question, the municipality can get a sense of how participatory processes can be 
facilitated and what kind of support the framework offers for that. Many research publications 
discussed the value of participatory processes (e.g. van Empel 2008). In order to realise the 
full potential of such participatory processes, they need to be facilitated in a way that the 
participants learn about sustainability and the framework, feel heard and treated equally and 
are enabled to find a consensus together.  For a municipal sustainability planning framework, 
it is important to engage the citizens to change their behaviour and acceptance of the actions 
that move the municipality towards a sustainable state. 
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 (14) Tools and technical solutions: Does the framework support the strategic selection and 
use of other tools and technical solutions and if yes, for which purposes? 
With this question, the municipality can get an overview of tools and technologies that sup-
port its move towards sustainability. Within the complexity of sustainability and varying mu-
nicipal contexts, it is likely that one framework is not sufficient in providing varied support 
to the municipality regarding all sectors, sustainability areas and phases of the sustainability 
journey. The framework thus should refer to complementary tools and technologies and pro-
vide guidance for the municipality to select the ones that strategically move it towards sus-
tainability.  
 

(15) Network: Does the framework provide a platform for collaboration and networking be-
tween municipalities and if yes, how?   
With this question, the municipality can understand whether the framework promotes collab-
oration and networking between different municipalities using the framework. Exchanging 
best practices, experiences, learnings, ideas and even alliances could help municipalities to 
move towards sustainability.  
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Appendix E: EcoDistricts’ answers to GuStAF 

Appendix E contains the information collected about EcoDistricts according to the 15 key questions that 
GuStAF consists of. The key questions are categorised in the system (blue), success (green), strategic 
guideline (yellow), actions (orange) and tools level (grey). 
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(1) Applicability: Are there limitations on the use of the framework to certain municipalities ac-
cording to e.g. population, membership or region? 
The use of EcoDistricts is not limited in any way (EcoDistricts 2018a). Information like the Pro-
tocol is available freely online, and the Certification Handbook can be purchased for USD 45 
(EcoDistricts, n.d.c). 
 

(2) Scale: For which scale is the framework intended, e.g. building, district, human settlement or 
regional scale?  
EcoDistricts is designed for the district scale. It is most useful for municipalities that are interested 
in developing (participatory) projects in 6 main categories of land use development: new & exist-
ing neighbourhoods, brownfield sites, business districts, institutional campuses, industrial land and 
mixed-use districts. By applying the framework to multiple districts within an urban area, a sus-
tainable human settlement can be built (EcoDistricts 2018a). 
 

(3) Governance function: Which governance functions, i.e. planning, performance assessment, 
certification, communication and/or social learning, does the framework support or help to de-
velop? 
EcoDistricts is intended for planning in order to develop a shared vision between key stakeholders. 
It therefo,re inherently creates a participatory platform for communication and social learning. It 
also considers the assessment of the current situation, methods to carry out ongoing monitoring of 
the results of different implemented projects, a network (Joss et al. 2015) and a certification pro-
cess (EcoDistricts 2018b). 
 

(4) Global context: Does the framework help the municipality to understand the global impact of 
their local actions within the municipality and if yes, how? 
In relation to local actions, EcoDistricts considers the impact of districts outside their boundaries 
and the global challenge, especially in relation to greenhouse gas emissions. EcoDistricts describes 
different challenges that humans are facing all over the world but provides only limited infor-
mation about them. Climate change, which is inherently a global issue, is considered to be a central 
challenge as human settlements are the main polluter of CO2. The framework thus states Climate 
Protection as one of three imperatives of the framework (see question 7; EcoDistricts, 2018a; 
EcoDistricts, n.d.b).  
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(5) Aim: Does the framework’s aim support the municipality in reaching its aim? 
EcoDistricts' aim is to provide sustainability practitioners and urban developers with a framework 
with guidelines that helps them to reduce the gap between a sustainable district and the current 
situation regarding social and environmental aspects. They consider the "neighbourhood-up" ap-
proach in cities is a crucial leverage point in sustainability (EcoDistricts 2018a). 
 

(6) Sustainability definition: Does the framework define sustainability and help the municipality 
to understand the concept of sustainability and if yes, how? 
EcoDistricts does not provide an explicit definition of sustainability. The three imperatives of the 
framework, Equity, Resilience and Climate Protection (question 7), can be interpreted as guiding 
areas for a definition (EcoDistricts 2018a). 
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(7) Aspects of sustainability: Does the framework include principles/indicators/ guidelines that 
address ecological and socio-economic aspects of sustainability and if yes, how?  
The indicators of EcoDistricts address ecological and social aspects of sustainability. Regarding 
ecological aspects, EcoDistricts refers mostly to technical solutions, like resource efficiency or 
transition towards carbon-neutral fuels and technologies. It does not, however, address social and 
ecological implications of these new technologies (e.g. electrical vehicle and solar power genera-
tors) due to the need for resources, such as rare earth metals. In order to reduce the demand for 
virgin materials and the amount of "waste" that goes to landfill, materials should be reused and 
recycled. The indicators also address the regeneration of contaminated land and the establishment 
of new habitats in the local area. Regarding socio-economic aspects, EcoDistricts addresses the 
education of especially the youth, reduction of racial and income inequalities and improved inclu-
sion of handicapped people. The health of the citizens is addressed through access to qualitative 
healthcare and health insurance, good housing conditions for all, increased safety in regards to 
working condition, crime and traffic accidents as well as the offer of (natural) recreation areas and 
local, fresh food. EcoDistricts states that citizens should be encouraged to vote, volunteer and 
engage in cultural and political activities that shaping their district (EcoDistricts 2018a). More 
specifically, EcoDistricts offers three Imperatives (Equity, Resilience, and Climate Protection) and 
six Priorities (Place, Prosperity, Health and Wellbeing, Connectivity, Living Infrastructure, and 
Resource Regeneration). For each Priority, example indicators are provided. 
 

(8) Creation of a shared vision: Does the framework support the creation of a shared vision and 
if yes, how?  
EcoDistricts promotes the creation of a shared vision with stakeholder processes within the mu-
nicipality. These processes create a vision for each imperative (Equity, Resilience, Climate Pro-
tection) in order to implement the framework but the overall vision of the municipality may not 
change (EcoDistricts 2018b). 
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(9) Backcasting: Does the framework utilise a backcasting approach (ABCD mindset) or does it 
solely rely on forecasting? 
Even though EcoDistricts does not explicitly refer to using backcasting, their approach of first 
defining a desired vision of a sustainable district, then evaluating the current situation within the 
district and then trying to close the gap, is consistent with backcasting (EcoDsitricts 2018b). As 
the framework aims at changing current trends by using a long-term perspective, the framework 
is inherently building on a backcasting approach. EcoDistricts do not utilise a clear ABCD mind-
set, which is using the backcasting approach in a strategic and practical way. 
 

(10) Prioritisation guidelines: Does the framework provide prioritisation guidelines that support 
the municipality in making strategic decisions regarding short- and long-term goals and if yes, 
which ones? 
EcoDistricts provides guidance on how to prioritise actions in the Roadmap Requirements. It is 
required to provide information (in the form of text and tables) about the potential strategies that 
could be implemented. Each strategy should be aligned to the Priorities and Performance targets 
and should be classified according to the following criteria: Applicable objective, implementation 
scale, and project or program. Additionally, each strategy needs to be asses against feasibility cri-
teria that should include, at a minimum, technical readiness, financial soundness, risk, the capacity 
to manage, level of stakeholder support, and impact on targets that are likely achievable. This 
analysis should be presented as a table. EcoDistricts also requires a table that quantitatively esti-
mates the share and sum of the horizon and carbon neutrality year performance that applicable 
strategies will contribute. In Appendix, C other information about creating strategies is provided 
(EcoDistricts 2018b). EcoDistricts wants to address long-term goals by applying short-term ac-
tions. By addressing social dynamics and environmental protection in the neighbourhoods in the 
short-term, the overarching long-term goal of Climate Protection and Social Equity will be 
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reached. EcoDistrict does not provide explicit guidance to balance the short- and long-term goals, 
however (EcoDistricts 2018b). The third criterion mentioned above, project or program, also in-
dicates the combination of longer programs and shorter actions. 
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(11) Actions: Does the framework names actions to be taken in order to reach the framework’s 
aim and if yes, which ones? 
EcoDistricts names fours actions for the implementation of the framework: (1) commit to the Im-
peratives (Commitment), (2) build the necessary leadership, collaboration and decision-making 
conditions (Formation), (3) make a comprehensive action plan of performance targets and feasible 
strategies, schedule and resources for implementation (Roadmap), and (4) implement the roadmap, 
report progress towards targets, and use results to strengthen performance and transfer lessons 
(Performance). These four actions are then divided into more focused actions (EcoDistricts 2018a). 
EcoDistricts offers a list of required actions as an overview (EcoDistricts 2018b). Appendix C of 
the Certification Handbook has an extensive list of Best Practices regarding each of the Priorities, 
providing many possible actions.   
 

(12) Participatory processes: Does the framework promote participatory processes that involve 
different stakeholder and if yes, with whom, when and how?  
EcoDistricts follows a participatory approach during all phases of the implementation of the frame-
work to better understand the history, issues, opportunities, and organizations that form the district. 
Different key stakeholder which are representative for the public, private and civic sector (EcoDis-
tricts 2018a) are to be involved. Within each phase of the implementation, EcoDistricts specifies 
which stakeholders should be involved and how. The action and strategy plan is built with different 
stakeholder together and for the implementation and monitoring phase, they have an important 
role (EcoDistricts 2018a). 
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(13) Guidance on participatory processes: Does the framework provide guidance on how to 
facilitate participatory processes to find consensus and educate the participants about sustainability 
and if yes, how? 
EcoDistricts does not provide guidance or tools to support the municipality in engaging people 
and facilitating participatory processes that find consensus and build sustainability competence 
among participants (EcoDistricts 2018b).   
 

(14) Tools and technical solutions: Does the framework support the strategic selection and use 
of other tools and technical solutions and if yes, for which purposes? 
EcoDistricts provides many tools, including a free online guide and the Certification Handbook 
(available for purchase). Both are guidance documents for the framework. Some tools are specif-
ically developed for the framework, such as tables, templates, processes, and suggestions to allow 
the municipality to connect different concepts. Other tools are referred but developed by external 
institutions, such as indicators, glossary and a list of sources as to where obtain credible infor-
mation regarding each subject area related to the framework. A list of best practices is provided 
which can provide benchmarks and achievable ideas to municipalities (EcoDistricts 2018b). 
EcoDistricts do not provide a support to pick on of the tools in a strategic way. 
EcoDistricts refers to many technical solutions that support the municipality in complying with 
the Priorities and the Imperatives. The Certification Handbook provides punctual and tangible 
technical solutions while keeping them flexible enough to adapt to a specific context (it does not 
address specific figures, percentages or proportions. EcoDistricts also refers to other tools, such as 
indicators, best practices, glossary and a list of sources as to where obtain credible information 
regarding each subject area related to the framework (EcoDistricts 2018b). 
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(15) Network: Does the framework provide a platform for collaboration and networking between 
municipalities and if yes, how?  
Even though EcoDistricts does not offer access to a network of different municipalities, it provides 
a list of past and current municipalities that have applied the framework. This information enables 
municipalities to proactively contact other municipalities in order to collaborate with them 
(EcoDistricts, n.d.c). 
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Appendix F: Cittaslow’s answers to GuStAF 

Appendix F contains the information collected about Cittaslow according to the 15 key questions that 
GuStAF consists of. The key questions are categorised in the system (blue), success (green), strategic 
guideline (yellow), actions (orange) and tools level (grey). 
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(1) Applicability: Are there limitations on the use of the framework to certain municipalities ac-
cording to e.g. population, membership or region? 
The framework is intended to be used by municipal and/or regional sustainability practitioners in 
small cities of up to 50,000 inhabitants. Bigger cities can join but not as full members (Cittaslow 
2016b). The charter is available freely online. For further information, the municipality needs to 
become a member of Cittaslow which cost EUR 600 (Cittaslow 2016c). 
 

(2) Scale: For which scale is the framework intended, e.g. building, district, human settlement or 
regional scale?  
Cittaslow is designed for the scale of a human settlement.
 

(3) Governance function: Which governance functions, i.e. planning, performance assessment, 
certification, communication and/or social learning, does the framework support or help to de-
velop? 
Cittaslow is a framework for planning and a network of practitioners for sharing good practices 
(Cittaslow 2016f). It thus promotes communication and social learning. Cittaslow is also a certifi-
cation process that involves self-assessment as well as regular external audits every 3 years. Non-
compliance with the 72 requirements (question 7) or a lack of progress compared to the last eval-
uation can result in exclusion from the network (Semmens and Freeman 2012).
 

(4) Global context: Does the framework help the municipality to understand the global impact of 
their local actions within the municipality and if yes, how? 
Cittaslow is focussed on local citizen and the local environment. In line with that, it provides some 
support for municipalities to understand the dynamics that influence the wellbeing of citizens and 
the community.  However, it offers only very limited information about the global sustainability 
challenge and the connection to human settlements. The framework is mostly prescriptive and 
rigid which limits the support of municipalities to understand the interrelations of the socio-eco-
logical system.
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(5) Aim: Does the framework’s aim support the municipality in reaching its aim? 

Cittaslow's aim is to increase the quality of life of citizens through the promotion of the Slow 
Movement philosophy in local communities and government of human settlements, applying the 
concepts of eco-gastronomy at the practice of everyday life. (Cittaslow 2016a). Cittaslow argues 
that globalisation is constantly widening gaps at the social and cultural levels. Thus, it focuses 
towards a Slow lifestyle where culture, health, local economy and interactive dynamics are the 
focus. (Cittaslow 2016a). 
 

(6) Sustainability definition: Does the framework define sustainability and help the municipality 
to understand the concept of sustainability and if yes, how? 
Cittaslow does neither provide an explicit definition of sustainability nor does it address sustaina-
bility explicitly. It states that the Slow Movement approach will result in environmental and social 
sustainability, however (Cittaslow 2016d).
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(7) Aspects of sustainability: Does the framework include principles/indicators/ guidelines that 
address ecological and socio-economic aspects of sustainability and if yes, how?  
The requirements of Cittaslow address ecological and social aspects of sustainability but focus on 
the social part, especially on the well-being of citizens (Mayer and Knox 2013; Semmens and 
Freeman 2012). Regarding environmental aspects, Cittaslow promotes renewable energy, energy 
savings in buildings, separation of waste, conservation of water, air and soil quality. Regarding 
socio-economic aspects, Cittaslow aims at empowering people by increasing their personal and 
collective competence and political participation. At the same time, poverty should be decreased. 
Minorities, disabled people, youth and different cultures should be equally integrated. Cittaslow 
promotes initiatives for family life, tourism, local traditional manufacture and culture.  More spe-
cifically, Cittaslow states 72 requirements that a municipality needs to fulfil in order to get the 
official Cittaslow recognition. These requirements are clustered in 7 macro areas. (1) Energy and 
environmental policies, (2) Infrastructure policies, (3) Quality of urban life policies, (4) Agricul-
tural, touristic and artisan policies, (5) Policies for hospitality, awareness and training, (6) Social 
cohesion, and (7) Partnerships (Cittaslow 2016c).
 

(8) Creation of a shared vision: Does the framework support the creation of a shared vision and 
if yes, how?  
Cittaslow does not explicitly support the creation of a shared vision within the municipality (Cit-
taSlow 2016b). 
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(9) Backcasting: Does the framework utilise a backcasting approach (ABCD mindset) or does it 
solely rely on forecasting? 
Cittaslow relies on forecasting that is supported by prescriptive requirements (CittaSlow 2016c). 
However, as the framework aims at changing current trends by using a long-term perspective, the 
framework is inherently building on a backcasting approach. The framework does not use a ABCD 
mindset.
 

(10) Prioritisation guidelines: Does the framework provide prioritisation guidelines that support 
the municipality in making strategic decisions regarding short- and long-term goals and if yes, 
which ones? 
Cittaslow does not offer explicit guidelines to help municipalities prioritise between actions, as it 
focuses on specific requirements to be full-filled. It focuses on providing content, not the ability 
to structure a plan. Indirectly, the philosophy, the participation and network could provide methods 
to help municipalities decide. This is difficult to answer for the authors because access to further 
information is only granted after applying for membership (Cittaslow 2016e). The framework is 
designed to be a strategic long-term decision-making framework, adopting the Slow Movement 
principles in all of the dynamics of the local society, mainly social and economic. The framework 
does not address specific guidelines to balance between short- and long-term goals.
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 (11) Actions: Does the framework names actions to be taken in order to reach the framework’s 

aim and if yes, which ones? 
The 72 requirements are also actions to be taken. In general, a municipality first needs to pay EUR 
600 to the Cittaslow, organise a local meeting and to connect to at least three other interested cities. 
The determination of a person who is responsible for the development of the project and certifica-
tion is encouraged (Cittaslow 2016c). 
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(12) Participatory processes: Does the framework promote participatory processes that involve 
different stakeholder and if yes, with whom, when and how?  
Even though Cittaslow does not involve stakeholder in the creation of a vision (question 10), a 
participatory approach is required for the creation of the action plan thereafter. The involvement 
of different stakeholders should aim at a coordinated and collaborative approach that strengthens 
long-lasting community relations that benefit all citizens. With such an approa,ch the competence 
of the community is built to reach collective objectives. (Semmens and Freeman 2012). However, 
it does not give guidance on which stakeholders do involve and how (CittaSlow 2016d).
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(13) Guidance on participatory processes: Does the framework provide guidance on how to 
facilitate participatory processes to find consensus and educate the participants about sustainability 
and if yes, how? 
Based on the available information, Cittaslow does not provide guidance or tools to support the 
municipality in engaging people and facilitating participatory processes that find consensus and 
build sustainability competence among participants. 
 

(14) Tools and technical solutions: Does the framework support the strategic selection and use 
of other tools and technical solutions and if yes, for which purposes? 
From an external perspective, Cittaslow does not provide many tools, apart from access to a net-
work of practitioners for sharing experiences and best practices (Cittaslow 2016c). Within the 
information that is available to the authors, Cittaslow does not refer to other complementary tools. 
Cittaslow refers to a wide range of technical solutions, from the "installation of optic fibres and 
wireless systems" to the "use of organic and/or local/typical products in school catering"(Presenza, 
Mirko, and Abbate 2015). Cittaslow does not provide strategic support for selecting tools or tech-
nical solution. 
 

(15) Network: Does the framework provide a platform for collaboration and networking between 
municipalities and if yes, how?  
By becoming a Cittaslow member, a municipality gets access to the network of other "Slow Cities" 
which can be used to share experiences, ideas and best practices (Semmens and Freeman 2012).
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Appendix G: Eco2 Cities’ answers to GuStAF 

Appendix G contains the information collected about Eco2 Cities according to the 15 key questions that 
GuStAF consists of. The key questions are categorised in the system (blue), success (green), strategic 
guideline (yellow), actions (orange) and tools level (grey). 
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(1) Applicability: Does the framework limit the use of the framework to certain municipalities 
according to e.g. population, membership or region? 
While Eco2 Cities is designed for the use in municipalities in developing countries (Suzuki et al. 
2010), theoretically, other municipalities can also use it as most guiding information are freely 
available online. 
 

(2) Scale: For which scale is the framework intended, e.g. building, district, human settlement or 
regional scale?  
While Eco2 Cities is designed for the use in municipalities in developing countries (Suzuki et al. 
2010), theoretically, other municipalities can also use it as most guiding information are freely 
available online. 
 

(3) Governance function: Which governance functions, i.e. planning, performance assessment, 
certification, communication and/or social learning, does the framework support or help to de-
velop? 
Eco2 Cities offers an overall approach including tools that support municipalities in managing 
urban systems, measuring and monitoring processes, communicating the strategy and results and 
understanding the human settlement as a system (Suzuki et al. 2010). 
 

(4) Global context: Does the framework help the municipality to understand the global impact of 
their local actions within the municipality and if yes, how? 
Eco2 Cities explains the global sustainability challenge, including rapid urbanisation, pollution 
and climate change. Against this background, it considers the global impacts of human settlements, 
such as CO2 emissions. The framework also includes an educational part about these challenges 
to increase the awareness of municipalities and citizens. For instance, it describes how human 
settlements rely on local and global ecosystems (Suzuki et al. 2010). Eco2 Cities argues that espe-
cially people in developing countries are affected negatively by climate change and urbanisation. 
The framework aims at supporting these human settlements to grow sustainably to reduce poverty 
and the impacts of climate change (Suzuki et al. 2010).  
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(5) Aim: What is the framework’s aim of applying it on a municipal level? 
Eco2 Cities' aim is to enable cities in developing countries to benefit from the promise of a more 
rewarding and sustainable growth trajectory while the window of opportunity is still open to them 
(Suzuki et al. 2010). 
 

(6) Sustainability definition: Does the framework define sustainability and help the municipality 
to understand the concept of sustainability and if yes, how? 
Eco2 Cities does not provide an explicit definition of sustainability. 
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 (7) Aspects of sustainability: Does the framework include principles/indicators/ guidelines that 
address ecological and socio-economic aspects of sustainability and if yes, how?  
Eco2 Cities addresses ecological and social aspects of sustainability. Regarding ecological aspects, 
Eco2 Cities thrives for resource efficiency, harmonious relations with natural environments and 
the reduction of harmful pollution. Regarding socio-economic aspects, Eco2 Cities focus on the 
well-being of the citizens. The framework suggests creating stable and attractive environments for 
businesses, provide safe housing, protect and capitalise on urban ecological assets, and enhance 
the fiscal strength of cities. Citizens should be involved in the implementation of the framework 
and educated about sustainability aspects to increase their understanding of the challenges. More-
over, increasing environmental standards, like providing clean water, improve the well-being of 
the people (Suzuki et al. 2010; Moffatt, Suzuki, and Iizuka 2012). More specifically, Eco2 Cities 
uses the five areas of energy, water, transport, solid waste and managing the spatial structure of a 
city (Suzuki et al. 2010). Eco2 Cities provides four principles that support the implementation of 
the framework. Each of these principles is an own approach with sub core elements and practices 
related to the overarching framework: "(1) A City Based Approach that enables local governments 
to lead a development process that takes into account their specific circumstances, including their 
local ecology, (2) An Expanded Platform for Collaborative Design and Decision Making that ac-
complishes sustained synergy by coordinating and aligning the actions of key stakeholders, (3) A 
One System Approach that enables cities to realize the benefits of integration by planning, design-
ing, and managing the whole urban system, and (4) An Investment Framework that Values Sus-
tainability and Resiliency, by incorporating and accounting for life cycle analysis, the value of all 
capital assets (manufactured, natural, human, and social), and a broader scope of risk assessments 
in decision making" (Suzuki et al. 2010, 3-4).  
 

(8) Creation of a shared vision: Does the framework support the creation of a shared vision and 
if yes, how?  

Eco2 Cities stresses the importance of a shared vision and how it can help to inspire people and to 
be clear about the long-term aim. It, therefore, supports the creation of a shared vision. Apart from 
requesting a participatory approach, no guidance on how to create the vision is given. 
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(9) Backcasting: Does the framework utilise a backcasting approach (ABCD mindset) or does it 
solely rely on forecasting? 

Eco2 Cities explains both, forecasting and backcasting and their benefits. It is not mentioned 
clearly when during the implementation process a municipality should use which method, how-
ever. Based on the analysis of the current situation, the municipality should ensure that each action 
is aligned with the vision and moves the human settlement towards the vision (Suzuki et al. 2010). 
As the framework aims at changing current urban trends by using a long-term perspective, the 
framework is inherently building on a backcasting approach. The framework does not use a ABCD 
mindset. The interview with the main authors show, that they see, depending on the situation, 
forecasting and backcasting as useful (Suzuki 2019). 
 

(10) Prioritisation guidelines: Does the framework provide prioritisation guidelines that support 
the municipality in making strategic decisions regarding short- and long-term goals and if yes, 
which ones? 
Eco2 Cities provides strategic guidelines, however, due to the complexity and flexibility of the 
framework, they are not strict. Concrete prioritisation questions should be generated by the mu-
nicipality. Eco2 Cities provides the structure and process that support the municipality in deter-
mining their own prioritisation questions/tailor the given information to its needs, e.g. participatory 
processes (question 12). Eco2 Cities is designed as long-term support for municipalities to move 
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towards sustainability and advice to align short-term actions and goals with long-term goals (Su-
zuki et al. 2010).  
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(11) Actions: Does the framework names actions to be taken in order to reach the framework’s 
aim and if yes, which ones? 
Within each principle, Eco2 Cities provides general actions regarding the processes which will 
enable municipalities to identify more specific actions themselves.  
 

(12) Participatory processes: Does the framework promote participatory processes that involve 
different stakeholder and if yes, with whom, when and how?  
Eco2 Cities follows a multi-level participatory approach during all phases of the implementation 
of the framework. It provides guidance on which stakeholders to involve (government, private 
sector, civil society and academia) and how the overall structure of such a process should look like 
(Suzuki et al. 2010). 
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(13) Guidance on participatory processes: Does the framework provide guidance on how to 
facilitate participatory processes to find consensus and educate the participants about urban sus-
tainability and if yes, how? 
Eco2 Cities provides many general best practice examples for facilitating processes and a book 
section about facilitating and designing collaborative processes. In Yokohama in Japan, for in-
stance, education raised the awareness level of the engaged citizens and sustainability initiatives 
got more accepted( Suzuki et al. 2010) Eco2 Cities does not provide more specific guidance or 
tools to support the municipality in engaging people and facilitating participatory processes that 
find consensus and build sustainability competence among participants.  
 

(14) Tools and technical solutions: Does the framework support the strategic selection and use 
of other tools and technical solutions and if yes, for which purposes? 
Eco2 Cities offers different tools depending on the steps and needs of a municipality, including 
analytical tools and questions to define the current status of the city and key indicators for the four 
principles which should help a municipality to identify gaps and potentials for improvement 
(Moffatt, Suzuki, and Iizuka 2012). Eco2 Cities provides best practice examples but does not ex-
plicitly refer to other complementary tools. It encourages municipalities to make a decision about 
using other tools based on their context. Eco2 Cities discusses different possible solutions within 
its practical guide, including technical solutions. Examples are new technologies for recycling and 
waste reduction as well as renewable and more efficient energy systems (Suzuki et al. 2010). The 
framework support the municipality in some areas with strategic support to choose a framework, 
but are open because the main authors see the rapid technology changes and Eco2 Cities has to be 
adaptive for new technologies (Suzuki 2019). 
 

(15) Network: Does the framework provide a platform for collaboration and networking between 
municipalities and if yes, how?  
Eco2 Cities provides best practices from different districts which support the knowledge transfer 
between districts. Apart from that, Eco2 Cities does not visibly support networking between dif-
ferent municipalities. 
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