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Transitioning toward sustainable
consumption at the Swedish local
governance level

Katarina Axelsson*, Karin André, Elena Dawkins†,
Åsa Gerger Swartling and Maria Xylia

Stockholm Environment Institute, Stockholm, Sweden

Municipalities have a prominent role to play in the transition to the sustainable
society by governing changes at the local level. Based on a quantitative survey
of Swedish municipalities, this study has given us a broad perspective on
barriers and enablers in Swedish municipalities’ e�orts to plan, develop, and
implement measures for governing the transition to sustainable consumption.
By using a classification of municipalities belonging to certain groups, we
find that municipalities characterized by having a city at their cores seem to
have progressed further in their work to address sustainable consumption than
municipalities characterized as more rural or as commuting municipalities near
cities or towns. We also find that, though a large share of municipalities in
Sweden report working systematically on sustainable consumption, their potential
appears to not be fully realized, limited primarily by a lack of political support
and key resources. We identify opportunities to establish more responsive
governance structures as important for addressing these issues, where interactions
at multiple levels are required to achieve successful governance of Sweden’s
work on sustainable consumption and address the barriers identified by this
study. Higher levels of governance should o�er greater support and guidance
to municipalities in their work. We also advocate for more robust collaborations
between municipalities to prevent them from working in isolation, build capacity,
and foster greater knowledge exchange between municipality groups. This would
strengthen municipalities’ ability to catalyze transformational change, which is
crucial if they are to meet their own high ambitions related to sustainable
consumption and help institute the changes needed to enable the fulfillment of
the long-term sustainability challenges we face, such as those articulated in the
Paris Agreement and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.
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1. Introduction

Unsustainable consumption patterns are one of the main drivers behind sustained high
global emissions levels (IPCC, 2022). Meeting today’s sustainability challenges requires
fundamentally transforming our societies (see, e.g., Shove and Walker, 2007; Linnér
and Wibeck, 2020; Loorbach et al., 2020) and major changes to current consumption
practices (e.g., Lorek and Vergragt, 2015; Köhler et al., 2019). Awareness is growing that
transformation toward more sustainable consumption patterns is crucial to addressing
the global climate crisis (UNEP, 2019). Ensuring sustainable consumption is also one
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of the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) developed under
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.

Governments from the local to the national level have key
roles in driving this transition, not only by supporting changes in
citizens’ consumption practices but also within the public sector
itself. To a considerable extent, efforts to achieve sustainable
consumption have focused on national policies and programs.
Indeed, the rationale is clear for introducing key policy instruments
for sustainable consumption at the national scale, such as green
taxes, tax code revisions, public procurement guidelines, building
codes, etc., and national governments have the necessary legal
competencies and mandates (Hennlock et al., 2015; Persson et al.,
2015; Swedish Environmental Protection Agency, 2019b). Several
countries have undertaken initiatives to understand and address
the environmental effects of consumption at the national level
(Swedish County Administrative Board, 2015; Defra, 2018; Swedish
Government, 2020). Still, more fundamental changes are needed
to support the emergence and institutionalization of “innovative,
co-beneficial and long-term solutions and actions” (Hölscher et al.,
2019, p. 186) for sustainable societies. This calls for the engagement
of a broad set of stakeholders at different levels.

This study focuses on the role of local governments in the
transition to sustainable consumption. Local governments are
commonly responsible for providing a wide range of welfare
services and for the lion’s part of the public consumption (Swedish
Competition Authority, 2020). They also enforce many of the
policies and measures established at the national level (Van de
Kerk and Manuel, 2008; Kuhlman and Farrington, 2010; Purvis
et al., 2019). Local governments have stepped forward as important
facilitators for sustainability (Parnell, 2016; Amundsen et al., 2018;
Palm et al., 2019) and there is a growing body of research that
focuses on understanding their key role in the transition as
planners, procurers, enforcing authorities and role models at the
local level (Rotmans et al., 2001; McCormick et al., 2013; Palm
et al., 2019). In particular, this perspective emerges in research
on multi-level governance and sustainability transitions, which has
delved deeper to improve our understanding of the capabilities of
local governments and cities to plan and implement sustainability
measures (Bulkeley and Kern, 2006; Kern and Alber, 2008; Bulkeley
et al., 2009; Jabareen, 2013; Kiss et al., 2018; Palm et al., 2019).

The role of local government actors for establishing sustainable
consumption practices at the local level is, however, relatively
understudied in the scientific literature and policy discourse
(Castán Broto et al., 2019; Dawkins et al., 2019). This study aims
to help fill that gap by examining municipalities’ abilities to plan,
develop and implement measures to govern the transition toward
sustainable consumption with a focus on the municipalities’ own
consumption. We take a broad view of governance as an essential
approach to guiding societal transitions, recognizing that many
actors at different levels and with different agency engage and
interact with each other and the problems at hand (Fischer and
Newig, 2016; Fenton and Gustafsson, 2017). We base our analysis
on a quantitative survey of Swedish municipalities to investigate
what characterizes local governments’ current work on sustainable
consumption and to identify enabling and constraining factors
experienced by the local governments in their work to advance
sustainable consumption at the local level. We also reflect on
differences between municipalities characterized by their different

levels of urbanity and rurality as well as population size, to explore
if this has an influence on municipalities’ abilities to address
sustainable consumption.

2. Governing sustainable consumption

Unsustainable consumption of goods, services, and natural
resources are recognized as one of the most important global
sustainability challenges (United Nations, 1973, 1993). Sustainable
consumption as a concept has been around since 1994 (Ofstad et al.,
1994). As noted by Dawkins et al.’s (2019a; see also Mont, 2019),
the concept is broad, which has led to different interpretations.
A popular definition of the concept was proposed in 1994 at the
Oslo Symposium: “the use of goods and services that respond to
basic needs and bring a better quality of life, while minimizing the
use of natural resources, toxic materials and emissions of waste and
pollutants over the life cycle, so as not to jeopardize the needs of future
generations” (IISD, 2023, section 1.2).

For a long time, measures to address this challenge focused
on technological improvements as well as consumer power, but
over time came the realization that this was not enough (Mont,
2019). Today, the delineation of strong and weak strategies to
address sustainable consumption is often used to clarify the desired
pathway to ensure the fulfillment of the concept (Hobson, 2013;
Lorek and Fuchs, 2013; Fischer et al., 2021). Weak strategies
emphasize improvements in production efficiency or increased
awareness among consumers yet do not necessarily lead to reduced
environmental pressure. Strong strategies, on the other hand,
address both levels and patterns of consumption as well as
profound changes in lifestyles (Fuchs and Lorek, 2005; Lorek and
Fuchs, 2013). Mont et al. (2022, p. 3) identify three overarching
and complementary perspectives of what is needed to ensure
sustainable consumption: (1) improve by consuming better, (2)
change by a “shift to other means of consumption” and (3) reduce
the volume of goods and services consumed.

Many different approaches have been applied and reported in
the scientific literature to understand what should be transformed
and how, as well as the processes, roles and agency needed to drive
a transition forward and to influence it over time (Loorbach et al.,
2017; Scoones et al., 2020).

The concept ’transformative capacity’ has been used by e.g.
Wolfram et al. (2019) to point to the varied range of institutions,
resources, skills, and interactions necessary to empower actors,
both individually and collectively, in order to bring about
significant systemic change effectively. Transformative capacity is
needed for adapting and establishing new system configurations
when the current one has become unsustainable (Wolfram, 2016).
Similarly, Castán Broto et al. (2019, p. 450) refer to Wolfram et al.
(2019) when defining urban transformative capacity “as the ability
of an urban system (inclusive of physical and human dimensions)
to reconfigure and move toward a new and more sustainable state.”

Linnér andWibeck (2020) point to political leadership, learning
and education as the most important drivers of transformation
to a sustainable society. They discuss learning and education
as an intervention that is needed across society and describe
transformative learning as a “long-term intervention aimed at
empowering actors to be adaptive in a transforming world and to

Frontiers in Sustainability 02 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/frsus.2023.1196373
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainability
https://www.frontiersin.org


Axelsson et al. 10.3389/frsus.2023.1196373

create a knowledge base for enduring change” (Linnér andWibeck,
2020, p. 225).

Another concept often used to describe the radical shifts
needed to address the challenges created by longstanding patterns
of unsustainable consumption and production is “sustainability
transition”. Scholars suggest that profound changes such as the
sustainability transition cannot be governed entirely top-down;
instead, they require the engagement of multiple actors who
collaborate to solve problems and establish normative societal
foundations (Kooiman, 2003; Frantzeskaki et al., 2012; Köhler
et al., 2019; Palm et al., 2019; Scoones et al., 2020). Similarly,
Mont (2019, p. 3) emphasizes that successful governance to
enable the paradigm shift toward sustainable consumption is more
about “the processes, activities and practices of governing by
societal actors” rather than the role of the state and governmental
institutions. This form of polycentric governance (Ostrom, 2010;
Morrison et al., 2019), commonly referred to as multi-level
governance (MLG) (Marks, 1993; Zürn, 2010; Stephenson, 2013), is
characterized by pluralistic and dispersed policymaking, involving
interactions between different interests and societal actors such
as government, nongovernmental organizations, civil society and
businesses (Daniell and Kay, 2017).

Actors at different levels are often constrained by established
structures that prevent them from responding swiftly to changes in
the surrounding society (Loorbach et al., 2017). Köhler et al. (2019,
p. 3) suggest that because sustainability is a public good, “. . . private
actors (e.g., firms, consumers) have limited incentives to address
it owing to free-rider problems and prisoner’s dilemmas.” Public
policy thus has a central role to play in setting clear rules to govern
the sustainable consumption transition, including the mechanisms
to be used, such as taxes, standards and environmental regulations,
as well as what the sustainability transition is aiming to achieve
(Köhler et al., 2019).

From the perspective of local governments, key vertical
interactions typically include those with national and regional
governments, while typical horizontal interactions involve
citizens, nongovernmental organizations, businesses and other
local governments (see, e.g., Gustafsson and Mignon, 2019).
Networks and partnerships are also often considered to be critical
components of MLG, particularly in relation to sustainability
issues such as climate change or sustainable consumption (Hooghe
and Marks, 2003; Kern and Alber, 2008; Ansell and Torfing, 2016;
Gustafsson and Mignon, 2019; Palm et al., 2019). Wolfram (2016)
also point to the importance of networks by emphasizing that
transformative capacity is all about empowering stakeholders to
facilitate and contribute to a profound shift toward sustainability
by engaging stakeholders in networks and generate a collective
understanding of the identified problems to be able to find
innovative solutions.

2.1. Local governments’ role and agency

Local governments in particular have a key role to play in the
transition to a sustainable society (Fenton and Gustafsson, 2017;
Kiss et al., 2018; Castán Broto et al., 2019; Palm et al., 2019). A
field of research within MLG and sustainability transitions aims

to identify the different roles or functions of local governments in
contributing to the transition to a sustainable society, often with a
focus on climate change or sustainable development in general (see,
e. g., Bulkeley and Kern, 2006; Kern and Alber, 2008; Bulkeley et al.,
2009; Kiss et al., 2018; Schröder et al., 2019) which is also relevant
to sustainable consumption.

For local governments’ abilities to plan, develop and implement
measures to mitigate climate or consumption-based impacts,
earlier work by Bulkeley et al. (2009) highlighted four factors
as particularly important: (1) Leadership – emphasizing
the importance of individuals that take on leading roles to
institutionalize agenda, as well as highlighting leading roles to peer
municipalities; (2) Competencies – relating to the municipality’s
powers and duties (rather than formal competence) that define
their capacity to develop and implement policy measures and take
action; (3) Resources – which translate into a greater ability to take
action on sustainable consumption; and (4) Political economies
– which points to the need to give priority to the issue at the
political level, despite limited resources and pressing agendas.
This factor also emphasizes the importance of reframing the
problem for the local level and that this has often also proven to be
effective for highlighting additional benefits, for instance linking
climate change to air quality. These four factors correspond well
with work by Roberts (2008) that suggested that before an issue,
such as sustainable consumption, can be said to have been fully
institutionalized at the local level, it needs to be prioritized and
integrated into policymaking to ensure that sufficient financial
and human resources are in place. Sustainable consumption also
needs to be integrated into municipal plans and stakeholders and
networks mobilized. To enable that, there is a need for champions
that drive the agenda and have access to local data (Roberts, 2008).

Building on Bulkeley and Kern (2006), Kern and Alber (2008)
as well as Bulkeley et al. (2009), Palm et al. (2019) describes
different roles and functions of local governments in governing
sustainable consumption where (1) Self-governing emphasizes the
municipality’s ability to govern its own operations; (2) Governing
by provision emphasizes the municipality’s role as provider of
different goods and services; (3) Governing by authority relates
to traditional forms of governing through use of regulations and
enforcing sanctions to achieve desired behaviors in contrast to;
(4) Governing by enabling that relates more to the municipality’s
role as facilitator of partnerships and community engagement
at the local level; and lastly (5) Governing by partnership and
networks which relates to the municipality’s relationship with other
actors, where the municipality has no formal power. In contrast
to governing by enabling, this role is more outward-looking and
more about learning from as well as influencing external partners
and peers.

In summary, Palm et al. (2019) perspective diverges from
Bulkeley et al. (2009) and Roberts (2008) by emphasizing the
external actions and local-level opportunities of municipalities to
foster sustainable consumption. In contrast, Bulkeley et al. (2009)
and Roberts (2008) have larger focus on the internal needs of
municipalities, including financing and competency enhancement
and political backing, to effectively fulfill their mission. Both
Bulkeley et al. (2009) and Roberts (2008) recognize the importance
of leadership and champions on the part of civil servants as well
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as the political level, and that municipalities must acquire the
necessary human and financial resources to be able to prioritize
and take action. Bulkeley et al. (2009) point to municipalities’
powers and duties and their capacity to take action and implement
policy measures. On a similar note, Roberts (2008) identify the
importance of integrating the topic in municipal plans. Further,
they both point to the need to mobilize stakeholders and networks
to ensure sharing of experiences and reaching higher impact as
well as the importance of reframing the problem as something that
affects the local level and that this has often also proven to be
effective for highlighting additional benefits, for instance linking
climate change to air quality.

In the discussion of this paper, we will build primarily on
Bulkeley et al. (2009) to explore our central aim of this paper and
increase our understanding of municipalities’ abilities to govern the
transition toward sustainable consumption with a focus on their
own operations.

3. Materials and methods

3.1. Case selection

Our study focuses on Sweden, which is regularly referred to as
a country with a strong environmental sustainability performance.
Looking at Sweden’s consumption-based emissions, however, we
find that emissions generated in other countries to make products
for final consumption in Sweden have increased by almost 50%
since 1995 (Schmidt et al., 2019), and are today more than 60%
higher than Sweden’s territorial emissions (Swedish Environmental
Protection Agency, 2022a,b).

At the government level, Sweden has been working actively
to address consumption-based emissions for the last 10 years or
so. In 2016, Sweden adopted a national strategy for sustainable
consumption (Government Offices of Sweden, 2016) and, as
one of the first countries in the world to do so, Sweden
is currently investigating setting consumption-based emission
reduction targets at the national level (Government Offices of
Sweden, 2022). Insights from Sweden and the perspectives of local
governments may thus be interesting to other countries looking to
address consumption-based impacts.

The Swedish public sector is responsible for about 15% of
the country’s total consumption-based greenhouse gas emissions
(Swedish Environmental Protection Agency, 2017, 2019a, 2020).
Almost 70% of the total number of procurements by the
public sector in Sweden are commissioned by municipalities and
municipal companies (Swedish Competition Authority, 2020),
who are also responsible for the majority of the greenhouse gas
emissions generated by the public sector (Swedish Procurement
Agency, 2020).

Multi-level interactions and multi-actor involvement is an
important part of Swedish decision-making. At the same time,
local self-government is enshrined in the Swedish constitution
(Government Offices of Sweden, 2004). The Swedish governance
model is designed to strengthen citizens’ abilities to influence
decision-making at the local level such as the provision of services
or use of taxes (SALAR, 2020).

Swedish municipalities are mandated to provide a wide range
of services, including schools, waste collection, spatial planning
and housing (SALAR, 2020). They often also provide services that
are considered voluntary, such as culture and leisure activities and
energy supply. Through many of these services, municipalities are
able to facilitate sustainable consumption among households and
other local actors, even if their agency to directly influence other
actors’ consumption varies across consumption domains and is
often considered weak and mainly limited to informative measures
(Dawkins et al., 2019). The role and responsibilities of the Swedish
municipalities in contributing to the welfare society is most similar
to the arrangements in the other Nordic countries, but also to those
in many other European countries, even if specific strategies and
solutions vary across countries (Sandberg, 2022). According to an
analysis by Borrett et al. (2021; also see European Committee of the
Regions, 2021), Sweden, along with three other EU Member States
(MS), scores slightly above average compared to other MS when it
comes to local administrative decentralization.

Municipalities finance their activities mainly through the
municipal tax system. Swedish municipalities differ greatly in
their tax powers, as well as their populations’ needs for services,
due to differences in demographics and other structural factors
such as geographic structure (sparseness), socio-economic factors
and employment rate, differences that also translate to different
capacities to act on consumption-based emissions. To ensure equal
municipal services for the population, the government has put
in place a municipal economic equalization system with the aim
to create a level playing field for all municipalities, regardless of
tax power and structural conditions (Swedish Government Offices,
2021; Ekonomifakta, 2022; SALAR, 2022). Norway and other
Nordic countries have similar equalization systems in place (Idsø
et al., 2018) although the Swedish Association of Local Authorities
and Regions consider the Swedish system to be one of the most far
reaching in Europe (SALAR, 2022).

3.2. Data collection

This study is based on findings from a web-based survey
conducted among Sweden’s municipalities in late 2018,
targeting municipality officials responsible for sustainability,
climate and/or environmental issues (one per municipality).
Using a quantitative survey (see, e.g., Wolf, 2016) allowed
us to get a high sample size and a broad understanding
(Seale, 2004) of how Swedish municipalities engage with
sustainable consumption.

The survey provided a quantitative assessment of
municipalities’ work with sustainable consumption based on
participants’ own estimates (as in, e.g., Bertrand and Mullainathan,
2001; Lam and Bengo, 2003), meaning that the responses might
not necessarily correspond with the municipalities’ official policy.
The survey results show the percentage of municipalities that, for
example, reported engaging in specific activities, working with
specific actors, or having specific needs, but they do not allow us to
evaluate the quality of the work, the nature of relationships or the
factors that influence the different responses. For further details see
Supplementary material, Annex A.

Frontiers in Sustainability 04 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/frsus.2023.1196373
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainability
https://www.frontiersin.org


Axelsson et al. 10.3389/frsus.2023.1196373

3.2.1. Survey design
The survey questions were developed based on current research

on local governments’ work on sustainable consumption (Dawkins
et al., 2019) and preliminary findings from in-depth case studies of
two Swedish municipalities implemented in parallel. A practitioner
workshop also helped frame the survey by identifying activity areas
for sustainable consumption at the local level (André et al., 2021).
Following the recommendations of survey methodology set out
by Seale (2004), four public authorities and three municipalities
reviewed and provided input to the questionnaire beforehand
to ensure relevance and clarity of survey questions. In addition,
one interest organization and one academic actor also provided
valuable feedback on the survey structure and questions.

To ensure a common understanding of the term “sustainable
consumption” among the survey respondents, the survey provided
the following, somewhat simplified, definition of sustainable
consumption (see section 2 for an elaboration of the concept):
Reducing the environmental and climate impact of consumption
through the long-term sustainable use of different types of goods and
services for different purposes.

The survey was designed to capture features of municipalities’
current work to address sustainable consumption and understand
what the most important enabling and constraining factors
are. The questionnaire included 25 main questions and eight
optional questions (see Supplementary material, Annex B for the
full questionnaire): a mix of multiple-choice questions; several
questions for which respondents were asked to rate their answers
on a scale ranging from “to a large extent” to “not at all”; and
some open-ended questions. Most questions that were not open-
ended offered the option to provide additional free-text comments.
Several questions focused on what municipalities are currently
doing on sustainable consumption, including specific activities,
actors with whom they are engaging, consumption areas addressed,
data collection, targets and progress monitoring. Several questions
focused on enabling and constraining factors.

3.3. Data analysis

The survey was sent out to all of Sweden’s 290 municipalities
during the autumn of 2018. Of those, 119 municipalities responded
to the full survey, corresponding to a response rate of 41%. In
addition, 61 partial responses were received which were excluded
from the analysis. For the remaining 110 non-respondents, we
hypothesize that sustainable consumption may not be an area of
work in which they are actively engaged and that they therefore
chose not to respond even if the reason for not engaging in the
topic will likely differ. The results may therefore overrepresent
municipalities with stronger engagement and/or available resources
for working on sustainable consumption at the municipal level.
However, the full responses received indicate a great variety of
municipalities’ work and different levels of progress and ambition.
See Supplementary material, Annex A for more details about
the non-responses.

The survey results were coded and analyzed in Excel, tabulating
overall results. To allow for a comparison between different
municipality characteristics we then grouped the results based on

municipalities’ population size and level of urbanity and rurality
following a classification of nine different municipality groups
developed by the Swedish Association of Local Authorities and
Regions (SALAR, 2016). As illustrated by Table 1, the total number
of municipalities belonging to the nine different groups differed, as
did the response rates for each group. Group A1 (Large city) had
a response rate of 100% but only consists of three municipalities
in total. With 13%, group C9 (Rural municipality with tourist
industry) had the lowest response rate (2 out of 15 municipalities
responded). Consequently, group C9 was excluded from the
analysis about differences between the municipality groups but
was still included in the analysis looking at the total number
of responses. For the other seven groups, response rates varied
between 30 and 62%. Following this, descriptive analyses of the
responses were conducted for all questions.

To explore our central aim, we analyzed our results (see
section 5) by drawing on the framing provided by Bulkeley et al.
(2009) and Roberts (2008) on key features for municipalities’
abilities to take action and institutionalize work such as on
sustainable consumption. We also related our findings to Palm
et al.’s (2019) work on local governments’ roles and functions to
govern sustainable consumption (see Section 2).

4. Results

In this section, we present the results from our survey of
Swedish municipalities, including findings on the characteristics
of their work on sustainable consumption and what could be
identified as enabling and constraining factors. We also reflect
on how municipalities belonging to different municipality groups
according to SALAR’s classification (2016) (i.e., population size and
level of urbanity and rurality, see Table 1) differ in their responses.
Question numbers will be referred to throughout the text (see
Supplementary material, Annex B for details).

4.1. What characterizes municipalities’
work on sustainable consumption?

4.1.1. Systematic work with sustainable
consumption

Of the 119 Swedish municipalities that completed the survey,
nearly 60% reported working systematically with sustainable
consumption (Q2), defined as having integrated sustainable
consumption in strategies, action plans, environmental programs
or the equivalent. In addition, almost a quarter indicated that
initiatives to develop a strategy or plan for their municipality’s
work on sustainable consumption were ongoing. Systematic work
on sustainable consumption appeared less common inmunicipality
groups B5 (Commuting municipalities) and C8 (Small rural
municipalities); for both, on average only around 40 percent
responded working systematically with sustainable consumption.

All (100%) municipalities that reported working strategically
with sustainable consumption primarily did so with a focus on
their own operations (Q3); 32% reported working strategically with
sustainable consumption also toward citizens and 24% with the
business community and other actors. All municipalities belonging
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TABLE 1 Municipality groups and sub-groups. The total number of municipalities belonging to each group (SALAR, 2016) and the number and

percentages from each group that responded to the survey.

Municipality groups and sub-groups Total number in
group

Total no. responses
from group

Response rate
(%) per group

A. Large cities and municipalities close to cities 46 28

A1. Large city
At least 200,000 inhabitants in the municipality’s largest
urban area

3 3 100%

A2. Commuting municipality near the largest cities
At least 40% commuting to a city or municipality close
to a city

43 25 58%

B. Major cities and municipalities near major cities 108 42

B3. Major city
At least 40,000 and less than 200,000 inhabitants in the
municipality’s largest urban area

21 13 62%

B4. Commuting municipality near major city
At least 40% commuting to a larger city

52 18 35%

B5. Low commuting municipality near major city
Less than 40% commuting to a larger city

35 11 31%

C. Smaller cities/urban areas and rural municipalities 136 49

C6. Smaller town / urban area
At least 15,000 and less than 40,000 inhabitants in the
municipality’s largest urban area

29 17 59%

C7. Commuting municipality near a small town/urban area
At least 30% commuting to a smaller town/city

52 18 35%

C8. Rural municipality
Less than 15,000 inhabitants in the municipality’s largest urban
area, low commuting pattern

40 12 30%

C9. Rural municipality with tourist industry
Rural municipality with at least two criteria for the tourist
industry, ie. number of guest nights, turnover in retail/hotel/
restaurant in relation to the number of inhabitants

15 2 13%

290 119

NB, Due to low response rate, group C9 was excluded from the analysis of differences between the municipality groups.

to group A1 (Large city) reported working strategically with
citizens, followed by group B3 (Major city), where 54% reported
doing the same. Work toward citizens was least common in group
C8 (Small rural municipalities) (17%). Working strategically with
the business community was again most common in group A1
(67%), followed by group B3 (46%) and least common in group
C8 (8%).

Almost one quarter of the municipalities had established a
consumption-based emissions target for the municipality as a
geographical unit (Q20) – that is, a target that takes into account
emissions along the entire supply chain, from all the goods and
services consumed within the municipality’s boundaries. Another
16% said preparations to adopt such a target were ongoing.
Having a target was most common in municipalities in group B3
(Major city) (38%) and least common in group B5 (Commuting
municipalities) (9%). Over one third of municipalities in group C8
(Small rural municipalities) responded that work was ongoing to
prepare for such a target. All groups expressed similar needs to be
able to advance their work on establishing a consumption-based
target (Q22), where tools (77%) and resources to collect and process
data (75%) appear to be most needed.

4.1.2. Consumption areas in focus and monitoring
The consumption areas within municipalities’ own operations

for which it was most common to have consumption-related
measures in place (Q4) were municipal vehicles and food services
(for schools/elderly), both of which were reported by close to 90%
of respondents, followed by heating and electricity (around 75%)
and waste (almost 65%) (Figure 1). Municipalities in group A1
(Large city) and B3 (Major city) reported working with a larger
number of measures (77% and 75% respectively) than the other
groups. Group B5 (Low commuting municipality near major city)
and C7 (Commuting municipality near a small town/urban area)
reported working with the lowest number of the listed measures
(both 31%). For sustainable consumption interventions targeting
citizens, the consumption areas most commonly addressed through
different measures were energy and waste (70% and just over
60%, respectively) followed by recycling and reuse (close to 60%).
Energy for heating and electricity use were the focus of most
interventions targeted to businesses and other actors at the local
level (around 80%). Interventions connected towastewere the third
most common in the business realm, reported by about 35% of
respondents (Q4).
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FIGURE 1

Consumption areas in focus within the municipality’s own operations (blue bar) plus share of those municipalities that follow-up on their
consumption within each area (orange bar).

Figure 1 also shows the consumption areas in municipalities’
own operations for which data to monitor environmental and
climate impacts and trends was most commonly collected (Q5).
From these results, it is evident that the consumption areas
most often targeted with different interventions are also the
ones for which they usually collect data to monitor impact
such as transport, food and energy. We note that monitoring of
several consumption areas, such as procurement of different types
of goods and services, operational transport and construction,
appears limited even if these should be easily monitored. This
indicates that the municipalities have limited understanding of
their own consumption levels, and that decisions about measures
to address consumption often must be made without the support
of such data.

In response to what type of tools, statistics or data the
municipalities use to understand consumption-based impacts
(Q21), several referred to national statistics. A few answered
that they followed up on their energy consumption through
so-called “energy balances,” which allow them to monitor
the use of energy and fuel used within the municipality’s
geographical area every 4 years. Local waste statistics were
also mentioned. Hence, the answers indicate that locally
specific consumption-focused data were only available for a
few consumption areas.

4.1.3. Procurement
As they are responsible for a large share of public consumption,

municipalities have important opportunities to influence the
market to establish sustainable production practices through their
own procurement. The first step toward understanding how to
best reduce a municipality’s overall environmental impact is to
gain control over the procurement process and understand how
consumption patterns may be changed.

The survey included several questions to understand how the
municipalities work with procurement as a means to monitor their
own consumption patterns and understand the environmental
impact associated with it. Only two municipalities answered that
they had assessed the environmental and/or climate impact of 75–
100% of the municipality’s procurement (Q13). Nearly half had
not made any assessment of the environmental or climate impact
associated with the municipality’s procurement in the past year
(see Figure 2). Almost 30% did not know whether such assessments
had been done; thus, we assume that the share of municipalities
that do not make an assessment is likely to be substantially higher
than 50%. Municipalities in groups C8 (Rural municipality) and B4
(Commuting municipality near major city) appear to follow up on
their own procurement to a lesser extent than the other groups; in
group C8, 75% responded “no” and 25% “don’t know”, while in
group B4, 72% responded “no” and 6% “don’t know”. One of the
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FIGURE 2

Share of municipalities that assessed the environmental and/or
climate impact of municipal procurement to a certain extent.

three municipalities in group A1 (Large cities) responded following
up on 50–74% of their purchases.

Almost half of the respondents (50 in total) submitted free-text
responses commenting on why they had not made any assessment
of the environmental impact of their procurement. About two-
thirds referred to resource shortages in terms of time available and
competence. Many also indicated that there is a lack of tools for
assessing the environmental impact of their procurement, which is
also connected to a lack of resources. About a quarter mentioned
that the task was not a political priority or demand. Selected
responses were formulated as follows:

◦ No resources. Neither time nor competence.
◦ Because we lack tools to measure this in a good way.
◦ It has not been a prioritized work due to lack of interest in the
organization.

◦ There is a lack of mandate, tools and resources.
◦ Environment is not a political interest with us. Unfortunately!

Just over a fifth reported that they had a policy (or equivalent) to
reduce their procurement needs by reducing material consumption
within the municipality’s own operations (Q14). Among those
who indicated that they had such a policy, efforts to promote the
recycling and reuse of furniture were common (Q15). Just over
half of these responses referred to efforts to encourage the sharing
of products between different parts of the administration. Just as
many indicated that they had an ambition not to replace furniture
or electronics as often.

The survey also included a question about whether the
municipalities had practiced innovation procurement for products
or services that are not yet available on the market (Q16). Only
15 percent responded that they had practiced this once or more.
48 percent did not know if it had been practiced and 36 percent
responded no. Free-text responses that commented on why this had
not been practiced included several comments about the limited
resources available, perhaps especially for small municipalities as
illustrated by these quotes:

◦ Not a priority area. Small municipality.
◦ Difficulties for small municipality
◦ Resources and knowledge are lacking

◦ Lack of knowledge, courage, and initiative
◦ To carry out an innovation procurement, it is necessary that
there is good competence [. . . ] and that procurement is used as
a strategic tool, but this is not the case in our case.

4.2. What are considered enabling and
constraining factors?

4.2.1. Enabling factors – drivers, important actors,
and collaboration

With regards to which policies, agreements or other measures
at the national and international levels that were perceived by the
municipalities to be drivers and enabling factors for their work
on sustainable consumption (Q9) it was found that Economic
incentives (defined as cost savings or increased revenue) were
considered the most important driver of the options listed (62%
regarded these important “to a large extent”) (see Figure 3). The
same is true for national guidelines and policies, which 55% of
respondents said are important “to a large extent” and which was
also fairly consistent across all groups. Policy instruments at county
level and EU guidelines and policy instrumentswere both considered
important by almost 35% of respondents.

Other policies and measures than those listed were regarded
important “to a large extent” by 16%. Free-text responses revealed
that local strategies and plans were what several respondents had in
mind here, as illustrated by this quote:

Local and national goals must be translated into the local
context to function in municipal activities, both in terms of the
municipal autonomy and the concretization of what is needed
to achieve goals.

Political interest and political agendas were also mentioned as
important drivers in this context. Sweden’s National strategy on
sustainable consumption andOther global agreementswere regarded
the least important.

Looking at what actors the respondents found most important
for driving the sustainable consumption agenda forward (Q10),
the survey showed that local officials on average were considered
the most important actors (by 85%), followed by local politicians
(78%). Citizens, meanwhile, ranked a distant third, at 45%, closely
followed by regional authorities (such as the County Administrative
Board). Other municipalities were regarded as an important actor
by 15% of the respondents, although almost 80% referred to
them being “partially” important. Actors at the international level
were considered the least important (29% responded “Not at
all” important), followed by universities/academia (14% responded
“Not at all” important) (Figure 4).

Looking across the different municipality groups, responses
show that almost all groups regard local officials and local politicians
to be most important. Unlike all other groups, municipalities in
group A1 (Large cities) find the national government important “to
a large extent,” as well as actors at the international level. They
also rank media and universities higher than most other groups.
Conversely, there is indication that the more rural municipality
groups C7–C8 place larger importance on regional authorities than
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FIGURE 3

Policies, agreements, and other measures that function as important drivers in municipalities.

FIGURE 4

Actors considered important for the municipality’s work on sustainable consumption.

the more urban municipalities, apart from group B4 (Commuting
municipality near major city) which put higher importance on the
regional authorities than all other groups.

Engaging with networks was also considered an enabling
factor (Q6). A majority of the participating municipalities (79%)

answered that they engaged with networks to support their work on
sustainable consumption, and this was a consistent answer across
all municipality groupings.

Given a list with a dozen different Swedish and international
networks operating in the climate and consumption domains
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(Q24), almost 60% of the municipalities reported engagement with
two or three of the networks listed, 9% reported membership in
five, and some said they were members of more than five. Networks
based in Sweden were most common for all municipality groups,
as was their considered importance in relation to the international
ones. Over 70% reported membership in a national network
for energy and climate advisors. The Covenant of Mayors was
the most frequently cited international network (27%), followed
by ICLEI (9%). Municipalities operating in urban contexts (A1
Large cities and B3 Major cities) were involved in a larger
number of networks relating to sustainable consumption than the
other groups. This could indicate that engaging with networks
is perceived to require a lot of staff capacity which is often
limited in smaller and more rural municipalities, even if the idea
with networking is often to learn from each other and thus save
capacity in the longer perspective. However, on average, it seems
that getting involved in networks is not regarded as necessary
to drive the municipalities’ work on sustainable consumption
forward (Q11).

In response to Q23 about which other actors the municipalities
collaborated most with around sustainable consumption, other
municipalities were rated highest. More than a quarter reported
such collaboration “to a large extent” in the past 3 years (Figure 5).
The second most frequent answer was municipality organizations
(20%), followed by the County Administrative Board (16%). Several
of the listed actors were noted as “not at all” common to
collaborate with on average, especially media, central authorities
and universities/academia.

The responses from group A1 (Large cities) differ from the
others also in relation to this question, where it is apparent that
A1 municipalities collaborate more with businesses, organizations,
media and universities compared to the other groups. As a
larger number of companies and universities are located in
larger metropolitan areas, this is expected. However, municipalities
in group B5 (Low commuting municipality near major city),
followed by C6 (Smaller town) and B3 (Major cities), place
higher importance on local businesses than all other groups.
This could suggest that groups with fewer collaborations value
them more than do those in Group A1 where this type of
collaboration is more common. Cooperation with the County
Administrative Board and County councils is more common
among the more rural municipalities in groups C7 and C8
than in groups A and B, which can possibly be linked to
the fact that these municipalities in comparison have fewer
municipal employees and therefore a larger need for support from
other authorities.

4.2.2. Constraining factors – need for resources
and support measures

In terms of resources and support measures, municipalities
reported that political support was what they needed most to be
able to initiate or advance their efforts on sustainable consumption
(Q11). Almost 80% suggested this was needed “to a large extent,”
and only 2% said it was already fulfilled. On the hierarchy of needs,
political support was followed by financial resources (68%) and
information and education of employees (57%), which was about

as important as legislation (55%). Around half of the respondents
also indicated that they need better access to tools for following up
on their consumption-based impact, as well as more procurement
support “to a large extent” (see Figure 6).

When analyzing how responses differ between municipality
groups, we find that all groups place highest importance on political
support (79%) and financial resources (68%), whereas the other
types of resources and support needed have a more diverse set
of responses among the groups. In contrast to all other groups,
group A1 (Large city) put equal importance to the following:
collaboration with other actors and networks; improved access to
tools to follow up work; and investments in more environmentally
friendly technology. Group C6 (Smaller town) placed equally high
importance on information and education and B3 (Major city) on
supporting legislation.

As illustrated by Figure 6, few respondents identified any of
the listed resources and support measures as “not important”
or “already fulfilled.” Most options were considered vital either
“to a large extent” or “partially.” As the following quote
illustrates, emphasis was placed on the municipalities’ perceived
lack of resources:

The municipality needs financial resources to be able to
increase activities and investments in the area. We are a severely
afflicted municipality financially, with a declining population,
lower tax revenues and with a deficit of [xx] million [SEK] [. . . ]
We have knowledge, we have ideas, and we have the will. We
need money to make our ideas a reality!

Other free-text responses pointed to a need for more support
from the outside:

◦ New ways of collaborating - make sure collaboration leads to
concrete results

◦ Network for follow-up. We can’t travel the world and follow up
◦ Help with doing current situation analysis
from universities/students

◦ Research and reports showing the profitability and social benefits

Other barriers cited were insufficient drive within the business
community; the municipality’s limited authority; and the need for
more research and guidance about the potential economic gains
and societal benefits of sustainable consumption. The need for local
statistics and for new ways to collaborate were also mentioned
several times.

The final survey question provided an opportunity to add a
free-text response if there was anything the respondent wanted
to add (Q34). This generated several interesting responses
pointing toward both opportunities and barriers, such as the
perceived conflict between sustainable consumption and growth
and the challenge of bringing all actors together as illustrated by
these quotes:

◦ There is an internal conflict between sustainable consumption
and growth goals/social planning. We are a politically
controlled organization.

◦ There is no one who works in a coordinated way with sustainable
consumption as a whole, but work is done here and there in
the various boxes that lead to a more sustainable consumption
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FIGURE 5

The extent to which the municipalities have collaborated with other actors around sustainable consumption in the past three years.

FIGURE 6

Resources and support needed for municipalities’ ability to advance their work on sustainable consumption.

overall. Sustainable consumption is an important development
area, especially the work with procurement [. . . ], but we are not
used to looking at sustainable consumption in general, neither
in the idea nor how that work would be organized in the
existing organization.

◦ The work has been under-prioritized, but with the new
environmental plan, it will hopefully be better!

◦ We have started and it feels as if both politicians and civil servants
are on board.

◦ The politicians [. . . ] must be made to join the journey going
forward [. . . ].

5. Discussion

In this section, we begin with relating our findings to the
key features identified by Bulkeley et al. (2009) but also Roberts
(2008) (see Section 2) as important for municipalities’ abilities to
plan, develop and implement measures to mitigate consumption-
based impacts with a focus on municipalities own operations and
consumption. Table 2 illustrates and summaries the main findings
in relation to the concepts used. We also discuss how the survey
results relate to local governments’ roles and functions to govern
sustainable consumption as outlined by Palm et al. (2019). The
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TABLE 2 Summary of how the survey results relate to the key features identified by Bulkeley et al. (2009) as important for municipalities’ abilities to take

action and institutionalize work such as on sustainable consumption.

Factor Feature Key results

1. Leadership A. Ability to institutionalize sustainable
consumption

(A1) 59% work ’systematically’∗ with sustainable consumption within their own
operations
∗defined as having integrated sustainable consumption in strategies, action plans,
environmental programs or the equivalent

(A2) 23% have established a sustainable consumption target for GHG or CO2
emissions

B. Policy entrepreneurs and political
champions

(B1) 86% recognize own staff most important actor for driving sustainable
consumption agenda forward, followed by local politicians (78%)

C. Networking and peer pressure (C1) 78% suggest networks are important for sustainable consumption

(C2) Other municipalities most common collaborator (26%)

2. Competence and responsibilities A. Ability to address sustainable
consumption through powers and duties

(A1) Measures to address and follow-up on consumption patterns most common
in areas where municipalities have a clear mandate and perceived ease to collect
data

(A2) Limited control and understanding of procurement impact: Between 49 and
76% do not estimate the climate or environmental impact of procurement.

(A3) 22% had a policy in support of reduced procurement and material
consumption

(A4) Competence highlighted as a limiting factor for monitoring procurement
impacts

B. Create enabling environment: Ability
to facilitate action of others

(B1) 32% make efforts to facilitate sustainable consumption among citizens
consumption among businesses and other actors

(B2) 24% make efforts to facilitate sustainable consumption among businesses
and other actors

C. Well-functioning vertical relations (C1) 39% consider national and 43% regional authorities to be important actors
“to a large extent”

(C2) 56% regarding national policies and guidelines as an important driver “to a
large extent”

(C3) 55% point to a need for more supportive legislation

3. Resources A. Human and financial assets (A1) 68% point to the need for more financial resources
(A2) 57% point to the need for more information and education of employees

4. Political priorities and support A. Political priorities and support (A1) More political support is what municipalities need the most (79%) in terms
of support and resources

B. Reframe as a local problem (B1) Strong need for local consumption-related data

(B2) Majority point to a need for more resources (72%) and tools (74%) to enable
the collecting and processing of data about local targets

(B3) Local strategies and plans important driver

section ends with a discussion on the importance of inclusive
governance to support the sustainability transition.

5.1. High ambition, but low capacity to
catalyze transformational change

Today, municipalities are widely recognized to have a key
role in driving the sustainability transition (Vergragt et al.,
2016; Amundsen et al., 2018; Global Taskforce of Local Regional
Governments, 2018). Our survey analysis indicates that a
significant portion of Swedish municipalities align with the roles
outlined by Palm et al. (2019) in terms of self-governance, provision-
based governance with sustainable consumption strategies in

place or under development, and sometimes also targets. While
most municipalities demonstrate awareness and systematic efforts
within their own operations, their capacity to drive forward
sustainable consumption at the local level remains generally weak,
with challenges to fully institutionalize the work on sustainable
consumption (Roberts, 2008). We found several indications of this,
including selective focus on certain areas, resource limitations,
and insufficient political support. This is common among all
municipality groups.

Bulkeley et al. (2009) discuss competence and responsibilities
from the perspective of municipalities’ powers and duties. The
survey finds that sustainable consumption measures in most
municipality groups are concentrated to consumption areas within
their own operations, where they have a clear mandate and can
easily monitor their progress related to areas such as transport,
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food and energy. This could also reflect that transformative capacity
mainly emerges in consumption areas for which municipalities
already have existing visions or strategies in place (Castán Broto
et al., 2019; Wolfram et al., 2019).

We also observe that a relatively small share of municipalities
work systematically on sustainable consumption among citizens,
businesses and other actors, or with a governing by enabling
approach (Palm et al., 2019). We interpret this as a result of
municipal officials perceiving limited authority in relation to other
societal actors and an emphasis still on weak rather than strong
approaches to address sustainable consumption (Hobson, 2013;
Lorek and Fuchs, 2013; Fischer et al., 2021). Findings from other
studies suggest that engaging with households and initiatives to
create more enabling approaches (Scoones et al., 2020) to address
their consumption behavior is often also considered a sensitive
topic at all levels of government (Dawkins et al., 2021). The largest
cities are the notable exception, where responses reflect a more
active engagement with citizens and other local actors compared
to other groups.

With regards to municipalities’ efforts to monitor their own
procurement impact and collect data to help understand their
own consumption patterns and consumption-based environmental
impacts, the study reveals significant limitations. All municipality
groups have limited control over their procurement impacts.

While data, indicators and targets alone are not enough to
identify trade-offs and identify the necessary measures to achieve
sustainable consumption (McCool and Stankey, 2004; Chelli and
Gendron, 2013; Elgert, 2018) they can be important for pushing the
sustainable consumption agenda forward (Dawkins et al., 2021).
We found support for Bulkeley et al.’s (2009) recognition of the
importance of reframing sustainable consumption as a local issue
to create engagement and advance sustainable consumption efforts.
This suggest that what is needed is a balance between investments
in data collection and analysis, as well as capacity-building for
stronger policy responses to support such analysis.

Absence of consumption-related targets does not necessarily
demonstrate a lack of institutionalized work (Roberts, 2008) on
sustainable consumption work or a lack of leadership (Bulkeley
et al., 2009). However, we would suggest that establishing
and communicating a consumption-based emissions target
demonstrates the municipality’s ability to show leadership, and
that this often supports the process to institutionalize sustainable
consumption efforts, as achieving the target will require a
strategic plan and designated responsibilities. These conclusions
are confirmed in other reports suggesting that indicators and
targets are regarded as important among the municipalities for
creating a stronger commitment to sustainable consumption
and for communicating credibly about it (e.g., Swedish County
Administrative Board, 2015; Klimatkommunerna, 2019; Dawkins
et al., 2021).

Governing by partnership and networks (Palm et al., 2019) is
broadly recognized as key to a successful sustainability transition
(see also Hooghe and Marks, 2003; Ansell and Torfing, 2016;
Scoones et al., 2020). In a case study of five Swedish cities’
engagement with different kinds of networks, it was found that
networks in general are capable of fostering innovation and sharing
of best practices, but that the benefits are difficult to evaluate

(Mejía-Dugand et al., 2016). Similarly, our findings suggest that
a majority of the municipalities recognize that networks provide
important support for their work on sustainable consumption,
but less than half express a large need for more networking and
collaborative efforts. This possibly indicates that the benefits of
engaging in networks are difficult to evaluate, as Mejía-Dugand
et al. (2016) suggest, or simply that the existing networks work
well to respond to municipalities’ needs for collaboration and peer
pressure. This would have been interesting to explore further and
an idea for future research could be to explore if there is scope
for improved networking and collaboration among the Swedish
municipalities and how they should be set up to provide optimal
transformative support.

5.2. Strong need for more resources and
political support

Financial and local political support (Roberts, 2008; Bulkeley
et al., 2009) as well as guidance from the national government
come across as some of the most important enablers for
the municipalities’ work on sustainable consumption across all
municipality groups. Currently, these are lacking and thus function
as a barrier for strengthening municipalities’ abilities to govern the
transition to sustainable consumption.

Similar to Hult and Larsson (2016), we found that more
extensive political engagement at the local level appears to
be critical to advance municipalities’ work on sustainable
consumption. We have also identified a strong need for enhanced
capacity to support sustainable consumption work, which relates to
both financial and human resources (Roberts, 2008; Bulkeley et al.,
2009). Respondents refer to a lack of formal (technical) competence
to perform certain tasks, noting that the municipalities do not have
the capacity or skills to carry out certain tasks, such as monitoring
their consumption-based emissions or the impacts of procurement.
This acts as a barrier to effective implementation of sustainable
consumption measures; conversely, when that capacity is in place,
it is seen as an enabling condition. This lack of resources has a
negative influence on municipalities’ powers and duties (Bulkeley
et al., 2009) and for fulfilling the different roles outlined by Palm
et al. (2019) as discussed in Section 2.

Political leadership, learning and education have been
recognized as the most important drivers of transformation to
a sustainable society (Bulkeley et al., 2009; Linnér and Wibeck,
2020). The availability of resources for capacity development is also
key for an actor’s transformative capacity as well as for the “wider
processes of institutional- and social-learning” (e.g., Castán Broto
et al., 2019, p. 449). These descriptions relate well to our findings,
where respondents from most municipality groups pointed to a
strong need for more education among their employees to be able
to advance the work on sustainable consumption.

We also found strong evidence for the recognition that
champions (Bulkeley et al., 2009; Palm et al., 2019) are key for
driving the municipal sustainable consumption agenda. Having
champions in place has also been recognized as one important
element of the process to institutionalize an issue (Roberts, 2008).
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The importance attributed to municipalities’ own staff and political
leadership could be understood to reinforce the conclusion that
municipalities’ work with sustainable consumption is not yet
sufficiently institutionalized (Roberts, 2008).

Despite differences, we found that municipalities overall
struggle with the same problems and have similar needs. A number
of fundamental barriers that prevent Swedish municipalities from
pushing forward their work was identified, which included lack of
political support, financial resources and competence as discussed
above. One limitation of our research was the low response rate
from Group C9, one of the nine municipality groups (see Table 1).
To address this, we could have complemented our study with
telephone interviews to ensure better participation and gain deeper
insights into their abilities to address sustainable consumption. By
doing so, we would have enriched our findings and been able to
better distinguish differences among especially rural municipality
groups. Notwithstanding the low response rate in Group C9,
our findings unequivocally underscore the significance of stronger
formal and institutional structures to secure stronger political buy-
in and bring about the transformation needed.

5.3. Inclusive governance supports the
sustainability transition

Policymakers at different levels play a vital role in guiding the
transition to a sustainable society and promoting mainstream
sustainable consumption (Mont et al., 2022). European
municipalities exhibit heterogeneity, reflecting differences
due to geographic situations, climate, demography, industrial
activities, governance aspects, and more (Aksoy et al., 2016).
These differences necessitate tailored governance responses to
facilitate sustainable consumption among households, businesses
and within municipalities’ own operations.

Sweden is one of a handful of European countries with a
high degree of local autonomy, mature democracy and effective
collaboration between different governance levels, coupled with
financial strength (Ladner et al., 2015). This suggests that Sweden
is well-positioned compared to many other European countries
to define its own transition pathway. However, despite these
advantages, we found that Swedish municipalities are only at the
beginning of their transition pathway, not fully realizing their
potential to create an enabling environment at the local level,
and face many challenges before they can “act as a catalyst for
transformation locally” (Amundsen et al., 2018, p. 23).

According to Bache et al. (2016), successful governance requires
interactions at multiple levels, both vertically and horizontally
(also see Marks, 1993; Stephenson, 2013). The emphasis on local
autonomy in the Swedish governance model may challenge the
notion of the importance of vertical and horizontal networking,
which are key characteristics of multilevel governance. Many
municipalities in our study appear to work in isolation even
though they face similar challenges and could benefit from
knowledge sharing, peer learning and partnerships. To optimize
limited resources and ensure the widespread adoption of effective
solutions, support and guidance are needed to bring about the
transformation needed and embrace the principles of multilevel

governance in practice (Fischer and Newig, 2016; Fenton and
Gustafsson, 2017).

The survey reveals that larger municipalities with urban
characteristics have made more progress in addressing sustainable
consumption compared to commuting or rural municipalities. The
availability of greater resources, including staff capacity and diverse
work tasks, plays a role in this discrepancy. Smaller municipalities
with a lower tax base face more resource challenges in their
sustainability work, even with the municipal equalization system
aiming for fair funding per capita. The largest municipalities
express less need for information and education of their staff and
elected representatives but still express, similar to all groups, that
they require additional financial resources.

This suggests that evident horizontal collaborations in larger
municipalities with diverse urban characteristics contribute
to enhancing their progress on sustainable consumption.
Conversely, vertical-level interactions become more important
for municipalities with less diverse actor representation.
Strengthening the current governance structure could focus
on enhancing collaborations between municipalities and the
County Administrative Board. Similar to the potential role of
regional governments highlighted by Birchall et al. (2023) for
coordinated planning and institutions, the County Administrative
Board, acting as a link between the national and local levels,
could play a more explicit role in the work to address sustainable
consumption despite the lack of a specific mandate (Swedish
Government, 2021, 2022).

Hofstad and Torfing (2015) analyze the potential of
collaborative innovation through regional governance in Norway
and find that collaborative efforts across governance levels holds
immense potential to provide solutions to complex issues. They
found that networking showed preliminary signs of stimulating
problem-solving, strategic thinking and innovative policymaking,
but also suggest that further research is needed, as the role
of regional governance levels remains understudied. A more
responsive governance (e.g., Hyle, 2016; Bennett and Satterfield,
2018) between regional and local levels could also enhance
municipal action, institutional capacity and the effectiveness
of policies and measures to address sustainable consumption.
Similarly, we suggest that the Swedish regional governance
level also has an opportunity to strengthen regional leadership
to facilitate knowledge-sharing and mutual learning among
municipalities, while at the same time serving as a strong link
between local and national efforts on sustainable consumption.

How to foster a more extensive collaboration between different
governance levels to strengthen local capacity and advance the
transition to sustainable consumption would be a valuable topic for
future research.

6. Conclusions

Municipalities have a prominent role to play in the transition to
the sustainable society by governing changes at the local level. This
study offers a broad perspective on barriers and enablers in Swedish
municipalities’ efforts to plan, develop and implement measures for
governing the transition to sustainable consumption.
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Overall, we found that the Swedish municipalities currently
have weak abilities to govern the transition toward sustainable
consumption. Three main findings emerged: First, most
municipalities’ work on sustainable consumption reflects
high ambitions, but limited capabilities to push forward
transformational change. Second, the municipalities have a
strong need for more political support as well as different kinds
of resources to scale up their work. Third, we suggest there are
opportunities to establish more responsive governance structures
to address these issues.

Our analysis testifies to how different municipality groups
express similar ambitions, drivers, barriers and needs overall,
even if the more urban and larger municipalities (population-
wise) appear to have progressed a bit further. Interactions at
multiple levels are required to achieve a successful governance
of Sweden’s work on sustainable consumption and address the
barriers identified by this survey. There appears to be room for
expanded collaborations also between municipalities to prevent
them from working in isolation, to build capacity, and to foster
a greater knowledge exchange between municipality groups. This
would strengthen the municipal ability to catalyze transformational
change, which is crucial for meeting high ambitions related to
sustainable consumption and help institute the changes needed to
enable the fulfillment of the long-term sustainability challenges we
face, such as those articulated in the Paris Agreement and the 2030
Agenda for Sustainable Development.
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