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Resumé

The Cand.Soc. programme Management of Creative Business Processes is concerned
with management of creative and complex processes which often contain a high level of
uncertainty and ambiguity. Likewise, urban planning involves management, creativity,
story telling, and is often both complex and uncertain. The thesis is a qualitative study
with the aim of investigating why urban planners can carry out projects of sustainable
urban development when the notion of sustainability is ambiguous. Four planners of
different professions constitute the primary empirical data sources.

There are numerous definitions and theories about managing sustainable urban devel-
opments. Hence, this thesis does not attempt to provide a new definition or suggest
how it should be managed but instead to qualitatively investigate multiple empirical
sources in order to highlight the dynamics of managing projects of sustainable urban
development.

The findings are

• that planners have diverse notions of sustainability that build on both main-
stream definitions and individual interpretations. In order to cope with am-
biguity, planners operate in an ad hoc way with sustainability and use their
creativity to respond to complex problems.

• that the planners work with sustainability in different ways that highlight their
own agendas. Their work is constructed in a dialogue between past, present,
and future practices. Planners are thus able to accommodate to each others’
practices and participate in the social construction of sustainability.

The conclusion and answer to the main research question is that

• planners are able to carry out projects of sustainable urban developments be-
cause the concept of sustainability is of a ‘carnivalesque’ property which enables
it to encompass different perceptions and practices. Sustainability is hence a
framework in which diverging opinions and practices are allowed.

In order to answer the research questions, the thesis applies theories of sustainability
and planning. In order to capture and make sense of the ambiguity, dialogism is
applied in the analysis. The purpose of the thesis is not to generalise about all
sustainability projects. Instead it proposes ways of understanding and perceiving the
social phenomena of sustainability and planning for it.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

This thesis takes a starting point in my long-standing interest in the creative business

process of urban planning and my passion for sustainable cities. Science has many

times attempted to describe the concept of sustainability, resulting in a number of

different versions, but a consensus that could bring together political, environmen-

tal, philosophical, and economical scientists has never been reached. The prevailing

definition is provided by the Brundtland Report which in 1987 set focus on living

in concordance with the ability to meet the needs of the future generations. Many

other definitions of sustainability and sustainable development has been suggested

since, but most give only vague notions of what sustainability is and requires. As

will be described, the multiplicity of definitions and their intrinsic vagueness leads

to an ambiguity both regarding the individual definitions and the total picture of

sustainability. As such the concept remains under debate both with theorists and

practitioners, but despite the lack of a shared definition, projects of sustainable urban

development are initiated every day by different professionals who adhere to each their

version of sustainability.

The Cand.Soc. programme Management of Creative Business Processes (CBP) is

concerned with the management of creative, innovative, and complex processes which

often contain a high degree of uncertainty and ambiguity. Likewise, the realm of sus-

tainability and urban planning is occupied by story telling, management, planning,

and creative solving of different problems and processes. The concept of sustainability

can be characterised as highly ambiguous, as shall be shown later, and as such, plan-
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ning for sustainability is a good example of a creative business process which deserves

investigation. Hence this thesis is concerned with the creative business process of ur-

ban planning which is one of the areas where the concept of sustainability is brought

into practice. There are numerous different definitions of sustainability and many pre-

scriptive theories about managing sustainable urban developments. This thesis does

not attempt to provide yet another definition or management formula of how to plan

for sustainability. However, there seems to be a shortage of empirical investigations of

why urban planners are able to work on something which is considered indispensable

yet ambiguous like sustainability. Hence this thesis applies theories concerning sus-

tainability planning and the methodology of dialogism to investigate and make sense

of how it is possible that planners manage to carry out projects of sustainable urban

development despite the ambiguity of the concept of sustainability.

The reflections above lead me to pose the following research questions which the thesis

will investigate:

1.1 Research question

Why are urban planners able to carry out projects of sustainable urban

development when the notion of sustainability is ambiguous?

• What do different planners understand by the concept of sustainabil-

ity?

• How do different planners work with sustainability?

1.1.1 Delimitations

The research questions poses the inherent assumptions that sustainability can be

considered an ambiguous concept and that this constitutes a challenge for planners.

As section 1.2 describes these assumptions stem from my initial knowledge of the field.

They shall be addressed and confirmed in the following introduction of sustainability

and in the analysis.

As will be described, a vast number of sustainability definitions and tools for han-

dling sustainability planning exist. This thesis does not commit specifically to one

definition, nor does it attempt to provide yet another definition or tool for planners to

5



implement. Instead it seeks a deeper understanding of how different planners perceive

and work with sustainability, and hence answer the above research questions. The

thesis does not support an exhaustive investigation of what all planners in general

think and behave, and the purpose it not to be able to generalise about all sustain-

ability projects. Instead the thesis proposes ways of understanding and perceiving

the social phenomena of sustainability and planning for sustainability, and ways of

making sense of the tensions and different practices found in the reality of four Danish

urban planners. In this way the thesis contributes to the knowledge of planning for

sustainable urban development in Denmark.

1.1.2 Reading guide

The thesis is divided into five main sections: introduction; methodology; theory and

analysis; and conclusion and reflections. Chapter 1 contains the introduction including

the research questions, motivational statement, introduction to the empirical material

and the problem area as such. The following chapter, chapter 2, contains an account of

the methodological approach of the thesis and the implications it entails. In addition

it contains accounts for how quality of research is ensured. In concrete, the elements

of objectivity, generalisability, reliability, and validity are addressed.

As this is a qualitative study it does not aim to test a finite set of theories or hy-

potheses but rather to investigate behaviour and meaning in relation to the concept

of sustainability. Hence it would not be natural to separate theory from analysis, as if

these were not connected and could be considered to be unattached entities. There-

fore the two theme chapters 3 and 4 integrate theory and analysis. Chapter 3 dive

into the first sub-question of what planners understand by sustainability, investigating

the backgrounds of the different planners’ perceptions and interpretations. Chapter

4 investigates the second sub-question of how planners work with sustsainaiblity, and

thus goes into depth with concrete contradictions of how planners approach flexibility

and time perspectives of planning.

The account of relevant literature will be integrated on an ongoing basis throughout

the thesis since it does not add value to detach it from the empirical material it

refers to. However, section 1.3 introduces literature that describes the origination and

ambiguity of sustainability. Lastly, the conclusion in chapter 5 sums up the research
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and discusses and reflects upon the the dialogic approach, and the analytical and

empirical findings.

1.2 Personal motivation and the research process

My interest in sustainability projects stems from both my studies and my work at the

consultancy Rambøll. As I went into the field I quickly discovered a critical real-life

problem that I had not discovered in the theory, namely a contradiction between the

ambiguous concept of sustainability and the planners’ ability to carry out projects of

sustainable urban development. How could it be possible that everybody talk about

sustainability in different ways, and yet they are still able to agree that some projects

are ‘sustainable’. Hence this became the main subject of this thesis. I make use of in-

sights from my study programme and work in my research and in the interviews, and as

such I acknowledge that I as a writer influence the thesis findings, and that the choices

I make in relation to the selection of interviewees, quotes, and other material influence

its outcome.

Fig. 1.1: Research process

I shall reflect upon this throughout the

thesis.

The research was conducted as a quali-

tative study and was carried through as

an iterative process as illustrated in fig-

ure 1.1 of consulting literature, data and

writing the analysis. Firstly my knowl-

edge of the field led me to pose a re-

search question which I then investigated

through literature. Thereafter I went into the field and collected data by conducting

four interviews in Køge and Copenhagen during three weeks. After this I worked on

theory and analysis. During this process my improved knowledge of the field lead me

to further review new literature and collect further empirical material which informed

the analysis. The process lead me to draw the situated conclusion of the thesis which

is presented in chapter 5.
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1.3 The concept of sustainability

Upon the first, brief introduction it is relevant to introduce the focal concept of the

thesis, namely the concept of sustainability. The following is a short outline of its

origination and meaning that illustrates why it can be defined as a complex and

ambiguous concept.

Sustainability was firstly attended to on a global scale on the UN Conference on the

Human Environment in Stockholm in 1972, but it was not until 1987 that it became

commonly known when the World Commission on Environment and Development

issued the report Our Common Future, popularly called the Brundtland Report. The

definition it put forward is still today the most prevailing on a global scale, used by

also the Danish Ministry for Environment and Food, and Køge municipality, as will

be shown later:

“Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the cur-

rent generations without compromising the ability of future generations to

meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987, p.45)

Many other versions exist side by side with this. A few examples illustrate the diver-

sity. One is Paul James who argue that there are two types of definitions which focus

either on maintaining status quo which he names “negative sustainability”, or another

which focus on adding to the current situation. He calls this “positive” sustainability:

“Positive sustainability can be defined as practices and meanings of hu-

man engagement that make for lifeworlds that project the ongoing probabil-

ity of natural and social flourishing, vibrancy, resilience and adaptation.”

(James, 2015, p.23)

Others focus on quality of life for humans and on not exceeding ecosystems’ carrying

capacity, e.g.:

“Sustainable development means improving the quality of human life while

living within the carrying capacity of supporting ecosystems.” (IUCN et al.,

1991)
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The listing of definitions could continue, but this thesis is not an attempt to de-

termine which one is better. Instead it merely states that the different definitions

above illustrate a larger pattern. The definitions put forward are broad and have an

inherent vagueness about them because they make use of concepts that themselves

need further definition, e.g. the concepts of ‘flourishing’, ‘resilience’, and ‘need’ that

were used in the above. For instance the notion of ‘need’ brings about questions like:

does every household really need two cars – and is there a difference to what peo-

ple in the developed countries ‘need’ and what people in the less developed countries

‘need’? (Wheeler, 2013, p.30). The thesis does not try to answer these questions but

instead argues that they illustrate a multiplicity in the interpretations of the concept

of sustainability. In other words, a cacophony of voices where different people and

organisations speak about the concept in many different ways that seem alike but are

not. Hence, the concept can be described as ambiguous and complex in the sense that

it allows alternative interpretations to exist simultaneously (Encyclopædia Britannica,

2015) and in the sense that it is encompasses a range of different and varying concepts

(Den Danske Ordbog, 2016).

When studying the creative industries, products and services are often described as

ambiguous and complex especially because of the so-called nobody knows property

which describes that the future success of a creative product is highly uncertain since

the maker cannot know whether his/her creative vision will be equally relevant to

others in the future (Caves, 2000, pp.3-5). The same can be said to apply to the

creative business process of planning for urban sustainability where the notion of ‘the

sustainable city’ constantly evolves, as will be described later.

Defining sustainability as complex and ambiguous provides a contextual framework

in which to understand it and the concrete challenges that planners face in their

everyday work with sustainability. As will be presented in the methodology chapter

2, the approach and perspective of dialogism will be used to capture the complexity

and ambiguity, and as such, the thesis contributes with an understanding of how

it is possible that ‘sustainable projects’ are carried through all the time despite the

ambiguity of the focal concept, sustainability.
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1.3.1 Three dimensions

One of the most prevalent approaches to sustainability was as a result of the 1992

“Earth Summit” in Rio which developed a more practical framework for expressing the

definition of sustainability described by the Brundtland Report. It presents a three-

domain figure (often visualised as in figure 1.2) that builds on economic development,

environmental protection, and social equity (Drexhage and Murphy, 2010, p.2).

Fig. 1.2: Classic dimensions of sustainabil-
ity and sustainable development

This is a very common understanding of

sustainability which divides the concept

into three dimensions. Where these over-

lap there is sustainability. However, de-

spite this easily read framework, there is

still a gap between this vision of sustain-

ability and its actual implementation, as

illustrated by a short example from the

world of creative businesses:

In 2011 the fashion retailer H&M re-

leased, like many other companies, its

‘Sustainability Report’ on the economic,

environmental and social dimensions of its business (H&M, 2011), which stated:

“Our vision is clear: All our operations should be run in a way that is

economically, socially and environmentally sustainable” (H&M, 2011, p.1)

The report detailed this by describing a commitment to training 3 million factory

workers in Bangladesh in fire safety before 2013 (H&M, 2011, p.14). However, 2012-

2015 became troublesome years for H&M when poor conditions for factory workers

were revealed, and several factories burned down or collapsed, causing many deaths

(New York Times, 2012). During 2012-2015 H&M mentioned the attendance to

Bangladesh factories’ working conditions in their ‘Sustainability Reports’, but ac-

cidents kept occurring – the latest being in February 2016.

This is an example that illustrates how there is a gab between the claims of sustain-

ability in the three dimensional framework, and what is being practised in reality. The
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three dimensional framework provides only a general notion of sustainability, not a

clear and unambiguous definition that can ensure sustainable practices. Such an un-

ambiguous definition may be unobtainable, at least this is what history have showed.

Yet, projects of sustainable urban development are carried through all the time, and

planners collaborate on an ongoing basis despite different notions of sustainability.

The thesis investigates this contradiction.

As lecturer at the Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts, Dr. Deane Simpson said in a

seminar I attended in connection to my research:

“Sustainability is not one thing - it’s a debate. Different people see the

phenomenon in very different ways” (App. C, seminar 3).

As chapter 2 will describe, the dialogic understanding implies that no social phe-

nomenon can stand alone, it will always be embedded in an ongoing social construc-

tion, interrelated with other social phenomena which defines it and are defined by it.

Clifford and Marcus (1986) state that “in cultural studies at least, we can no longer

know the whole truth or even claim to approach it.” (p.25). In this sense they un-

derline that a truth, in the positivist sense, which a researcher can claim to excavate,

does not exists – it is instead an ongoing social construction. Yet they also write

that “[e]thnography decodes and recodes, telling the grounds of collective order and

diversity, inclusion and exclusion.” (p.2).

Likewise, a dialogic approach allows this thesis to deconstruct the concept of sus-

tainability, and thereafter reconstruct it and propose a meaning. The findings and

conclusion provides a situated, negotiated meaning, as will be described later. In the

same way, the sustainability definitions above represent negotiated meanings which

urban planners that work with sustainability can use and reformulate, as they par-

ticipate in the construction of the concept as they use and practice it. It is therefore

not necessary to define one single notion that this thesis relies upon. Instead what is

significant in relation to the thesis is the recognition of the multiplicity of meanings

that constitute the concept of sustainability, making it a highly ambiguous concept

which is indeed difficult to plan for.

In the above I have established sustainability as an ambiguous and complex concept.

Yet sustainability has not lost its relevance, and projects are still being called ‘sus-
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tainable’ despite the missing consensus. The thesis is not occupied with developing

yet another definition or framework of sustainability but instead to investigate mul-

tiple empirical sources in order to highlight the dynamics of managing projects of

sustainable urban development.

1.4 Studying real-life problems

The following is an account of the research method and a description of why it is

appropriate for this thesis. It will be followed by an introduction of the empirical

data sources.

There are different ways to study the real-life, including for instance using surveys or

experiments. Each method is appropriate for different purposes, and it is therefore

important to keep in mind that this study seeks to conduct an in-depth investigation

of a real-life problem that I have not found explained by theory, and to gain a deeper

understanding of behaviour and meaning related to the social phenomenon of sus-

tainability planning. It is therefore important to get close to the empirical material.

I have hence chosen to use multiple sources of empirical data in order to obtain a

broad insight into the business of sustainability planning, and specifically, four dif-

ferent planners are interviewed, all of which are involved in several different urban

planning projects. Currently, two of them are involved in the development project

in Køge Kyst. I was therefore able to obtain extensive information about the Køge

Kyst project, and this will hence form the focal point of this qualitative study. The

remaining two planners represent each their profession, namely engineering advisers

and architectural advisers. Together, the four planners provide a range of examples

that can be said to provide many small cases that highlight the real-life problem. The

planners represent the institutionalised ways of interacting within projects, and in

this way the study is not a single case study, but instead it uses multiple empirical

sources in order to highlight the dynamics of managing projects of sustainable urban

development.
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1.4.1 Køge municipality & Køge Kyst, Jes Møller & Casper Toftholm

The city of Køge has been an important market town since the late 13th century where

also the harbour was established (Skandinavisk Transport Center, 2016). The location

of the city and its harbour has given Køge the identity as an old industrial city and an

important traffic hub with its train-, harbour-, and motorway connections. Recently

it has been decided that a new ’super hospital’ and railway for high-speed trains that

connects to Germany and Sweden shall be build in Køge, which will strengthen its

significance as modern market town and traffic connecting point.

The Køge Kyst development project was initiated in the 1990s (Køge Kyst P/S, 2016)

as a part of a transformation of the city from a 20th centuries’ industrial city to a

21st century culture and service city. The city is located 40 km south of Copenhagen,

40 minutes away by train. The municipality has approximately 60,000 inhabitants

(Danmarks Statistik, 2016), and the population figures predict that the number of

inhabitants will increase over the coming years, which is not a given for smaller cities

since many of them are struggling with decreasing population numbers.

In 2009, the municipality entered into a partnership agreement with the private or-

ganisation of Realdania By (now Realdania By & Byg) about urban development in

parts of the Køge Kyst area. The organisation form means that both owners are

activated in the project with each their contributions. Realdaia’s objectives are to

support projects for the common good primarily within buildings and urban devel-

opment in Denmark; to sell services connected to build environments; and to make

equity investments in companies that work with the build environment (Realdania,

2014). The organisation is attractive for municipalities to collaborate with because

of its expertise and the shared economic risk that a partnership agreement implies.

The main objective of the partnership in Køge Kyst is to “create an exciting urban

development and a high quality urban change” in the Køge Kyst area (Køge Kyst P/S,

2009, p.2). The municipality’s objective is to create an attractive urban area that

strengthens Køge’s position as a central area in the Ørestad Region. One of the eight

focus areas of the partnership agreement is sustainability. The Development Plan

from 2011 explains:

“Sustainability shall be a general, guiding principle for the urban develop-
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ment.” And further: “Sustainability will cover environment, energy, social

and health conditions and economy. New environmental solutions will be

developed at urban level. Many different sections of the population should

be able to find a home in this area. The free spaces shall promote pos-

sibilities for social contact and healthy lifestyle.” (Køge Kyst P/S, 2011,

p.59)

Sustainability is thus central to the development process, and the project thereby

aligns with a number of current Danish urban developments that have declared a

strong sustainability focus, e.g. Fredericia C, Carlsberg Byen, and Ny Nordhavn. In

this sense Køge Kyst is not a unique project, but the way it defines sustainability

is inevitably unique, since there exists no common definition for urban developments

to follow although some shared requirements like the Building Regulations and Low

Energy Class regulations do exist. With no shared definition, project owners and

managers have to decide themselves on what to focus upon in the individual projects,

as shall be described in chapter 3.

In order to get in-depth data from Køge Kyst I interviewed project director Jes Møller

who was previously the technical director in Køge, and therefore is familiar with the

political agenda (Køge Kyst, 2010). As director, Møller works with the sustainability

strategy and could therefore provide the thesis with valuable information about Køge

Kyst’s sustainability planning.

In order to investigate how the project owner Køge municipality perceive and work

with sustainability, I interviewed the municipality’s Head of Planning Casper Toftholm

who is in a position that gives him an overview of the municipality’s sustainability

work in the different urban developments, and he was therefore the most relevant

actor from the municipality to interview for this thesis.

1.4.2 Gehl Architects & Esben Kristensen

In the 1970s, the Danish architect Jan Gehl were among the first to criticise the

insufficiencies of modernistic urban planning in terms of both environmental and social

sustainability. Gehl Architects have a long history of advancing the democratic aspects

of cities, e.g. focusing on better conditions for pedestrians and cyclists, and on creating
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’cities for people’ instead of ’cities for buildings and traffic’ (Gehl, 2010, pp.115-120).

This is highly important when creating a sustainable city, argues Gehl in his books1.

The company is chosen for this thesis for its extensive knowledge about sustainability

and urban planning, and as architectural adviser it adds a useful perspective upon

sustainability planning which is different than perspectives of the municipality and

Køge Kyst’s.

From Gehl Architects I interviewed project manager Esben Kristensen who focuses

especially on linking the Gehl Architects’ toolbox, analysis and mapping with people-

centred design (Gehl Architects, 2016). As project manager he works closely with

clients and has a deep knowledge of Gehl Architects’ way of using tools when planning

for sustainable cities, and hence was an interesting actor to interview for the thesis.

1.4.3 Rambøll & Søren Hansen

Rambøll has worked with sustainability consulting for four decades and is currently

conducting the site development of Søndre Havn in Køge Kyst. The company has been

involved in the planning of sustainable urban developments such as the Carlsberg City

and Ny Nordhavn, and it provides a range of services within sustainability planning,

e.g. transport planning, masterplanning, and urban design. In order to differentiate

itself from other engineering consultancies such as COWI and MOE, Rambøll has

started up a research department that focuses on adding ‘liveability’ to Rambøll’s

sustainability work. This focus on sustainability, liveability, and the involvement in

Køge Kyst makes Rambøll a relevant actor to include in the thesis, and my associa-

tion with the company made it possible to get into contact with one of the leading

employees within sustainability planning.

I interviewed engineer Søren Hansen who has worked with Jes Møller on previous

projects. He is not involved in Køge Kyst so he was able to provide the thesis with

the ‘outsider’s’ opinion of the project and other projects in general, and his role as

engineering adviser supplemented the other planners’ competences in an interesting

way since engineering advisers are a necessity part of projects of urban development.

Further, Hansen played an important role in Rambøll’s development of its sustain-

1For instance Life Between Buildings: Using Public Space (Gehl, 1971) and Cities for People

(Gehl, 2010)
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ability services, and therefore he could provide the thesis with detailed information of

Rambøll’s way of working with planning for sustainability.

Together the four planners and the four companies constitute a selection of urban

planners representing each their field. Two of them represent an owner/developer, and

two represent advisers. Not all of them are directly related through their work, and as

such this thesis investigates not only Køge Kyst but also seeks a broader understanding

of how different planners work with sustainability planning, and how planning for

sustainability can be done despite different perceptions of the concept. Additional

interviewees could have been chosen, but this would have limited the possibility to go

into depth with the interview material. Likewise, other interviewees could have been

chosen which were all closer to Køge Kyst, but instead I chose to get a broader insight

into different fields. This will be reflected upon again later. Together the planners

provide empirical material for me as the researcher to dive into in order to provide a

situated investigation of sustainability planning in the spirit of dialogism, as will be

presented in the methodology chapter 2.
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Chapter 2

Dialogism as method

This chapter goes into depth with the methodological considerations of the study. As

previously described, there will not be a specific treatment of philosophy of science.

This would require more than a brief 5 pages exposition to be scientifically acceptable.

Instead the chapter describes the method used in this study, namely the dialogic

approach and perspective, the context out of which it evolved and the limitations to

research that it entails. Moreover, the chapter will describe why dialogism is found to

be more relevant than other scientific paradigms to help answer the research questions

and thereby contribute to achieving the learning objectives of a thesis. The chapter

firstly accounts for dialogism and its application in the study, secondly it provides a

more general account of how quality of research is secured2.

2.1 The dialogic approach and perspective

Dialogism is both an image of the world (approach) and a way of thinking (perspec-

tive). It offers a way of comprehending the world that accentuates complementarity

and contradictions which is helpful when dealing with a complex and ambiguous con-

cept as sustainability. In this way, dialogism shall be the tool used in this thesis

to capture the complexity and ambiguity which the theory and empirical material

reveals.

Dialogism was introduced in the early 20th century by Russian literary theorist
2The chapter is inspired by Ooi (2001), since it provides a useful structure for describing dialogism.
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Mikhail Bakhtin who examined the construction of meanings in literary texts. Bakhtin

and the “Bakhtin Circle”3 was concerned with the social and cultural issues that

emerged with the Russian Revolution and the Stalinist system, such as the way in

which language registers the conflicts between social groups (Brandist, 2016). Dial-

ogism literally means ’double-voicedness’ and refers to the presence of two distinct

voices in one utterance and to a set of defining qualities of language, namely a mixing

of intentions of speaker and listener, the creation of meaning out of past utterance,

and the constant need for utterances to position themselves in relation to one another.

Vice suggests that it can also refer to the intersection of two or more ’contexts’ in an

utterance – both social and historical (Vice, 1997, p.45).

Bakhtin’s ideas have been adopted and extended to many areas of research within the

social sciences that was not originally a part of his scope, and with many purposes

(see Ooi, 2001 for an account). However, text and society are not the same, hence

Bakhtin’s ideas should not necessarily be understood literally. Instead they function

as a perspective upon the world and an approach with which to understand its ambi-

guities. Suitable for this thesis is a dialogism that is concerned with social relations, as

described by Ooi (2011, 2010, 2013, 2014), Vice (1997), and Bell and Gardiner (1998),

and which will be accounted for in the following sections. Dialogism is not in itself a

paradigm, but it intertwines perspectives and approaches from other paradigms and

in this way it enables a very detailed level of analysis which is not confined to a single

philosophical mindset. At its core lies an emphasis on forces of order and disorder,

and the ongoing, dialogical relationships between them (Ooi, 2014, p.412). This, ac-

cording to Bakhtin, is what constitutes all social phenomena – dialogic relationships

among individuals and groups, involving a multiplicity of languages, discourses, and

symbolising practices (Bell and Gardiner, 1998, p.4). It is relevant for this thesis

precisely because there is ambiguity and disorder in the concept of sustainability, yet

still there is order in the sense that planners are planning, and sustainable projects

do get accomplished. Dialogism helps explain this contradiction.

Analysing texts with the help of Bakhtin’s dialogism reveals the inherent multiple

contexts and voices that challenge one another and create ambiguity in meaning and
3Members of the circle included other contemporary Russian philosophers and linguists.
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interpretation (Ooi, 2013, p.3). In the social world, with which this thesis is concerned,

this translates into three fundamental elements in the dialogic perspective which will

be apparent throughout the study. They deal with (Ooi, 2014, p.414):

1. disorder and order,

2. materialisation of tensions, and

3. a holistic understanding of social phenomena

The first element has already been demonstrated as forming the basis of why dialogism

suits this study, namely the assumption that there are inherent tensions between order

and disorder in society expressed via multiple contexts and forces that continuously

complement and clash with each other. But where a postmodernist approach would

focus on deconstruction and disorder, the dialogic approach first deconstructs, and

thereafter reconstructs the meaning that is observed (Ooi, 2001, p.49).

The second element considers the way tensions, or the dialogic relationships, mate-

rialise. Ooi defines two ways that may sound alike, but in reality are different in

their approaches to relations: one proposes that tensions materialise in ongoing in-

terrelations between social phenomena. The other proposes that they materialise in

co-existence and mutual animation among social phenomena (Ooi, 2014, p.414-415).

The difference lies in the degree of integration of the phenomena. Bringing these to-

gether entails that sustainability can be seen as continuously constructed in dialogic

relationships among individuals and institutions. Much like in the hermeneutic tra-

dition which underlines the historicity of meaning and the pre-knowledge (or bias) of

the researcher (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009, p.69), dialogism sees the meaning to be

perceived as part of a greater whole in co-existence with other social phenomena.

The third fundamental element of the dialogic perspective is a holistic understanding

of social manifestations – something which emphasises awareness to contexts and

circumstances (Ooi, 2014, p.415).
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2.1.1 Why dialogism?

Dialogism offers an approach and perspective to comprehend complexity and ambigu-

ity which is very useful when investigating the creative business process of planning for

sustainable cities precisely because of the ambiguity and complexity of the key concept

of sustainability. Dialogism evolved out of post-revolution Russia and the emergence

of Marxism (Brandist, 2016), but where Marxism emphasised the collective conscious-

ness, dialogism was occupied with “the self as an embodied entity” (Bell and Gardiner,

1998, p.6). Dialogism, with its emphasis on intersubjective experience was opposed

to determinist theorising such as structuralism/formalism, and opposed the thought

about “the Great Stories” such as Marxism (Bell and Gardiner, 1998, p.6). Where

structuralism would detach the signifier (words, symbols) from the signified concept

they refer to, dialogism emphasises the connectedness between history, voices, words

and individuals. And where Marxism represents a more “totalising spirit” (Brewton,

2016), dialogism stresses open-enddedness and unfinalisability of human thoughts and

actions (Bell and Gardiner, 1998, p.5). It is natural to look upon sustainability as an

unfinalisable concept because of its continuous evolution based on new technological

knowledge, political choices and practices of what is valued the most.

This calls to mind the postmodern way of continuous deconstruction, but where post-

modernism deconstructs even the contingent meaning that emerged from deconstruc-

tion, dialogism accepts that a meaning – not a final one, but at least a meaning –

emerges from deconstruction. In this sense, dialogism is more appropriate for inves-

tigating how planners are able to work in practice with as complex and ambiguous a

concept as sustainability since the planners of sustainability indeed do create mean-

ing from which they are able to make decisions. Dialogism as a tool is hence fruitful

for an investigation of meaning-making because it accepts that there is meaning, but

posits that it is formed in a dialogic process. Hence it allows the thesis to propose a

conclusion to the analytical findings, even though it will be a situated conclusion. I

shall describe this more thoroughly later.
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2.2 Five concepts to frame ambiguity

The following presents five concepts that will function as analytical tools for use in

the analysis to deconstruct and reconstruct the concept of sustainability, and gain

understanding of the underlying tensions between order and disorder in relation to it.

2.2.1 Heteroglossia - multiple languages

The term ‘dialogism’ is the epistemological mode of a world dominated by heteroglos-

sia, and it literally means “double-voicedness” (Vice, 1997, pp.45, 426). In linguistics,

heteroglossia refers to variations of language within a community (e.g. dialogism

within the social sciences), and Bakhtin used it to refer to a “multi-languagedness”,

which means the existence of multiple languages in a discourse (Vice, 1997, p.113)

(Ooi, 2001, p.53). It is to be found in two forms: as a social language within a single

national language; and as different national language within the same culture (un-

derstood as a socio-ideological conceptual horizon) (Bakhtin’s emphases) (Vice, 1997,

p.19) (Bakhtin, 1981, p.275). As such, the language is stratified into several languages

by the “organisms called genres”, e.g. a sociolect or the professional stratification into

different languages of e.g. the lawyer or doctor (Bakhtin, 1981, pp.288-9). Genres will

be examined further in the next section.

Heteroglossia accentuates the disorder within a social phenomenon but it is not a dis-

agreement about content, rather it is a meaning-producing contest between languages

(Vice, 1997, p.50). Language, Bakhtin wrote, “is half someone else’s. It becomes ’one’s

own’ only when the speaker populates it with his own intention, his own accent, when

he appropriates the word, adapting it to his own semantic and expressive intention [...]

Language is [...] populated – overpopulated – with the intentions of others.” (Bakhtin,

1981, p.293-294). As such, an awareness of the others’ presence in the words spoken

can add meaning which would not otherwise be recognised, to an utterance.

In the context of sustainability, heteroglossia is manifested in at least two ways. Firstly

in the interaction among the different genres of speech – in this thesis represented by

the different professions of the architect, the urban development director, the adviser

and the head of municipal planning. They know of, talk about and are influenced
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by each other and other versions of sustainability. This shall be addressed more

thoroughly in chapter 3. Secondly, heteroglossia is manifested in the interrelation

between the different ways of approaching sustainability, for instance exemplified by

the two social spheres of 1) sustainability theory, which delimit and define a theoretical

notion of the concept, and 2) the practice of urban planning, which is about the

practical implementation of sustainability theory. The two social spheres interact in

projects of planning for sustainability and result in questions of, for instance, when a

project is ‘sustainable enough’ or which elements of the sustainability agenda are the

most important to focus on? There are no set answers to these questions since the

dialogue between the social spheres never stops. Hence the notion of sustainability

within a given project is constructed in this dialogic interaction between social spheres

that are manifested through the project stakeholders’ work. The thesis’ inclusion of

both theory and empirical material underlines and investigates this dialogue.

Lastly, the thesis itself is also an an example of heteroglossia in the sense that I as

the author include other theorists’ and practitioners’ words and perspectives, and I

appropriate and interpret their contributions. Further reflections concerning the re-

searcher’s role has been presented in the introduction and will be addressed throughout

this chapter and in the concluding chapter.

2.2.2 Genre - creating order within

As described above, genre stratifies language, creating heteroglossia. It can be de-

scribed as the horizon of expectations within e.g. text types or professional languages,

and a genre will in this way point to codes of behaviour, established social practices

and contexts within certain situations and languages. In Bakhtin’s description, genre

is a language, recognisable for instance when certain features of language take on

a specific ‘flavour’ of a given genre and thus weaves together nuances and accents,

characteristics, specific points of view and forms of thinking (Bakhtin, 1981, p.289).

As such, genres constitute heteroglossia but also accentuate order in the sense that

they allude specific meanings, and in this way limit the diversification of meaning and

interpretation (Ooi, 2001, p.55-57). Following Ooi (2001), within the social sciences

the focus of genre should be on the social context of use. For instance with planning of
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urban developments, it is expected that sustainability is a key concern, and it is there-

fore unlikely that it is not mentioned as such. Moreover, the planners who are working

with such a project are expected to be knowledgeable, prescient and visionary, and to

consider planning for sustainability a given. In this way, the planners accommodate

to an order created by and manifested through language and genres. Heteroglossia

underlines that there are several genres within sustainability planning, as mentioned

before, which both coincide with and depart from each other, thus forming their own

genres (Bakhtin, 1981, p.289). Arguably, it is precisely the different genres of sustain-

ability planning which the planners take part in/constitute that guide their thinking

and actions. This will be investigated in the analysis.

2.2.3 Polyphony - the politics of presentation

In a literary text, language is articulated, or ordered, by the voices of the characters

and the voice of the narrator. In this way Bakhtin highlighted the existence of multiple

voices that interact dialogically and create heteroglossia (Ooi, 2014, p.428). Polyphony

thus accentuates both order (narrator’s structuring of attention and weaving together

of the text) and disorder (multiple voices interacting dialogically) (Vice, 1997, pp.112-

114). Heteroglossia and polyphony are closely related and easily confused. Heteroglos-

sia refers to multiple languages within one language, whereas polyphony refers to

multiple voices within one language or even within one word (Vice, 1997, p.113). For

instance, the term ’sustainable development’ refers to multiple voices and contexts

that have influenced the term over the course of history, and is therefore loaded with

a context which cannot be bypassed. Polyphony highlights that characters’ utter-

ances are to be considered equal, and no one can be said to hold one final truth since

all stories, interpretations and facts are articulated by agents embedded in contexts

which are always interrelated with other social phenomena and their contexts. The

interpretation of these are also constituted by multiple, contrasting voices (Ooi, 2001).

Moreover, one ’truth’ cannot be captured, as dimensions and elements will always be

selected, highlighted or toned down by different narrators (Ooi, 2014, pp.428-438)

(Vice, 1997, p.112).

An implication of polyphony is that it highlights the “politics of presentation” (Ooi,
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2014, p.428) in the sense that narrators must always be acknowledged as being em-

bedded in different contexts, and as having their own agendas. Following Ooi (2001),

the sustainability planners can be considered as narrators of sustainability. They con-

tribute to a heteroglot whole by each telling a narrative about the social phenomenon

of sustainability via their language, viewpoints and actions, thus contributing to the

creation of a narrative about what sustainability is, both in their own specific context,

but also at a more overall level, since their versions of sustainability both influence

and are influenced by others’ versions of it.

It is important also for this thesis as well as for the analysis of the empirical material

to recognise that polyphony, or the multiple voices of characters and narrators embed

two contexts: one is the world-in-the-text in which the voices of the characters act.

The other is the world-of-the-text which the voice of the narrator tells the reader about

(Ooi, 2001, p.58-59). As such, the definitions of characters and narrators depend on

whether the viewpoint is the world-in/of-the-text. As described before, from the

viewpoint of the world-in-the-text, the characters can be defined as narrators of the

concept of sustainability, whereas they in the world-of -the-text (the thesis itself) can

be defined as characters which I as the narrator use to present and structure meaning.

This thesis can hence be seen as polyphonic since there are multiple voices that interact

dialogically to create meaning. There is, however, an implication to this, according

to Vice (1997). In a polyphonic novel, she says, characters are represented not as

manipulative and commented upon by an omniscient narrator but as subjects on

an equal footing with the narrator (Vice, 1997, p.114). In relation to this thesis, this

condition can be questioned, since the characters are chosen because of their abilities to

inform the investigation of sustainability and thus help answer the research questions.

I as the narrator thus both comment and keep an overview which is not available to

the interviewees. However, Bakhtin writes that the characters’ freedom ultimately

exists within the limits of the artistic design (Bakhtin, 1984 as cited in Vice, 1997,

p.115). In this way it opens up for the perspective that characters are ultimately the

narrator’s/author’s creations. However, this does not entail that I as the narrator

reserve the right to the last word about what is ‘true’, but rather that the thesis
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invites other researchers and the characters themselves to enter into a dialogue with

it, questioning and making sense of its arguments and findings.

2.2.4 Carnivalesque - ordered diversity

The carnivalesque is a concept that accentuates disorder and fragmentation, and a

metaphor that describes a situation or social phenomenon that is difficult to control.

Bakhtin linked it to folk culture and stated that three features can be traced in car-

nivalesque literature: ritual spectacles, comic verbal compositions like parodies, and

various genres of rough language (Vice, 1997, p.151-152). These underline heteroglos-

sia and polyphony in the sense that in all three there are multiple voices present

(for instance the parody includes both the impersonated and the impersonator in one

single voice) and multiple languages within one language (for instance the spectacle

includes both the figures presented, their past histories and current meanings). In

this way it can be said that there exists no single meaning to be elevated as more

right than others – like in the carnival arena in which different cultures interact and

together make sense (Ooi, 2001, p.64). However, as the concept of genre tells us, there

are meanings that are more valid in some contexts than others, just as it would be

considered odd to wear carnival costumes on a different occasion. The social world

can be characterised as carnivalesque in the sense that mainstream cultures exist side

by side with alternative cultures which may themselves become mainstream or die out

one day (Ooi, 2014, p.438). The carnivalesque is thus a metaphor for the carnival, in

which chaos seem to rule, but at the same time, there is a form for order, and there

is meaning behind and in it.

A carnivalesque reading of the concept of sustainability entails that it may be per-

ceived as an arena in which different alternative interpretations interact – like the

carnival which works as a uniting force of the many diverse elements that interact,

depart from each other, create opposites and ambivalence, and, ultimately together

constitute the carnival itself (Vice, 1997, p.191-192). Several other characteristics of

the carnival can be connected to the concept of sustainability. For instance carnival’s

allowance for unusual combinations: “the sacred with the profane, [...] the great with

the insignificant [...]” (Vice, 1997, p.152) which can be connected to the concept of
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sustainability’s allowance for a multitude of definitions that coincide or depart from

each other. Another example is the carnival’s focus on the cyclical rather than linear

model of human life and history, represented by the “mock crowning and subsequent

decrowning of the carnival king” (Vice, 1997, p.152). Similar to the cyclical under-

standing of humans and environment within the notion of sustainability, death and

renewal are inseparable in the carnival view. Finally, the frequent summits in which

the notion of sustainability is discussed and confirmed, and the appertaining demon-

strations are in many ways similar to carnivals in the sense that they bring different

voices, world views and political opinions together to achieve the same goal. The

participants take on colourful costumes that represent both themselves and another

(e.g. animal/ person/ symbol) and use polyphonic slogans such as “Show apprecia-

tion for future generations” that, apart from being catchy and humorous, allude to the

agenda-setting Brundtland Report about sustainable development. These arguments

will be examined furhter in chapter 4.

2.2.5 Chronotopes – giving form and order

The concept of chronotopes literally means “time space” and it describes the intrinsic

connectedness of temporal and spatial relationships in a work of art (Bakhtin, 1981,

p.84). Also in the social sciences, the concept of chronotopes is a means of investi-

gating how particular genres or historic periods construct time and space, and how

characters are constructed in relation to one another (Vice, 1997, p.201). In this way,

our cognition always registers both time and space, and places events, characters,

symbols, and words in relation to these. The chronotope fuses time and space into

one, and it is, states Bakhtin, precisely the chronotope that defines genre and generic

distinctions (Bakhtin, 1981, p.85), because it gives form and order to what is artic-

ulated, just like genres and the narrator’s voice in polyphony – chronotopes provide

anchors to meanings, as Ooi (2001, p.62) writes. For instance the sentence “Once upon

a time...” establishes a chronotope in that it promises a certain narrative development

of a certain time-space: long ago, far away. In this sense, like the concept of genre,

specific chronotopes give an expectation about the context and what will follow.

The examination of chronotopes holds relevance for this study of sustainability since
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this is a term that has evolved and changed over time, depicting humans’ scientific

and ethical development and the relations to nature and each other. The investigation

of current planning for sustainability thus becomes more informed when including the

temporalities and spacialities of sustainability, e.g. by investigating how people relate

to and talk about history, present and future. Brown and Renshaw (2006) made a

study of how the grounds for interaction among students and teachers are created

as they draw upon their past, present and future temporal relations to explain and

justify their ideas to one another. Following Brown and Renshaw’s idea, I propose that

planning for sustainability can be seen as a dynamic process constituted through the

interactions of past, present and future notions and practices. This will be investigated

further in chapter 4.

2.3 Methodological implications

Using dialogism in a qualitative study entails methodological implications which must

be accounted for in order to ensure good research. Dialogism does not require specific

research methods but it does require a high degree of reflexivity. Ooi (2001, 2013)

argues for four main implications of dialogic methodology which will be outlined below,

together with other methodological implications of qualitative research.

2.3.1 Socially constructed meaning and scientific value

A dialogic approach assumes the existence of multiple voices, or polyphony. Social

phenomena are considered to be socially constructed, and in this sense, meaning must

be considered relational. In line with the dialogic perspective, the “active interviewing

method” implies that:

“[b]oth parties to the interview are necessarily and unavoidably active.

Meaning is not merely elicited via apt questioning, nor simply transported

through respondend replies; it is actively and communicatively assembled

in the interview encounter”. (Holstein and Gubrium, 1997, p.141)

Likewise, Steinar Kvale and Svend Brinkmann perceive interviews as a subjective and

social practice that produce knowledge which is constructed, relational, conversation-
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based, contextual, linguistic, narrative, and pragmatic (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009,

p.72). This is in line with the dialogic approach and similar to the approach of

Holstein and Gubrium.Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) provide a practical approach to

the interview, and focus on the interviewer’s role as part of the meaning-making

process. Therefore the interviewer must demonstrate sensitivity and conscious naïvety

so that all considerations, whether expressed or underlying in language and narratives

are brought into play (Kvale, 1994, p.44-45). Sensitivity and conscious naïvety also

implies an openness towards unexpected phenomena, instead of having a fixed schema

of understanding and interpretation. The influence of the context, both the time

and place of the interview, and the context that the interviewer and interviewee are

embedded within are important points to reflect upon.

The interviews for this thesis were conducted with the above in mind. The open-

ended, semi-structured interview form let the interviewees reflect relatively freely on

their everyday work with sustainability. The interview-guide was not sent beforehand

in order to not impose meaning on the interviewees. The first question was designed

to open up the conversation and let the interviewees reflect upon their notion of

sustainability. The follow-up questions were partially from a pre-made interview guide

and partially my own, immediate reflections upon the utterances of the interviewees.

In this relation it is important to be aware of the possible influence I as the interviewer

may exert on the interviewees. They may wish to influence the findings, and may wish

to protect the institutions they represent. Further reflections upon the interviews, the

contexts and my own role is presented and analysed in chapter 5.

Related to the previous discussion, the question occurs of whether a socially con-

structed, dialogic understanding can have scientific value. For instance, the interview

knowledge that emerges in one situation under a certain set of circumstances cannot

necessarily be transferred to other situations (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009, p.73) be-

cause of the unique circumstances it was created in. However, this does not mean

that a dialogic understanding is not scientifically valuable. Firstly, knowledge and

interpretations deducted from interviews can be described as situation-specific, rather

than generalisable. An anthropologist’s understanding of society or social phenomena

happens necessarily in a given time and space, and as described above, it reflects
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the context in which it was produced. In this way, the anthropologist’s conclusions

are situated, as Ooi (2013) writes. He calls these “slice-in-time studies” both insight-

ful and informative. Kvale and Brinkmann’s (2009) approach contains a notion of

“pragmatism” in the sense that the legitimising question of whether an investigation

is scientific, or whether it leads to “true” value can be replaced by the more pragmatic

question of whether it produces useful knowledge. A pragmatic approach entails that

thoughts and meanings gain legitimacy when they enable us to understand and master

the world we live in (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009, p.74).

In this way, the dialogic understanding used in this study, and the socially constructed

knowledge emerging from interviews are considered to be part of an informative pro-

duction of meaning which when supported by methodological reflections on validity

and reliability is scientifically solid and meaningful, without claiming to hold a final

“truth” about the subject.

2.3.2 Researcher’s bias and the question of holism

The third methodological implication concerns polyphony, or the multiple voices of

both characters and narrating author. The narrating author interprets the data and

structures the research and thereby guides the reader’s understanding of the material.

For the sake of transparency, and thereby greater scientific reliability, it is important

to address three dimensions of research, states Ooi (Ooi, 2013, p.11), namely the

researcher’s role and presence, the research process, and the research data. First,

the inevitable biases of the researcher that stem from the background and agenda of

the research influences the reading of the field, so in order to make this ambiguity

transparent to the reader, the researcher must acknowledge his/her own presence in

the research. I have done this throughout the study, as is also specifically reflected in

chapter 1 and 5. Secondly, the researcher must highlight strengths and implications of

the methodological and theoretical material chosen and the overall research process,

in order to hold the reader informed of the scientific manner in which the study is

conducted. This chapter is a part of this, and chapter 5 will reflect again upon the

methodology and theories. Lastly, acknowledging the dialogic tensions and ambiguity

of the world, data triangulation has been used in order to improve the accuracy of
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research conclusions and to provide a more comprehensive image of the world (Ooi,

2013, p.11). The introduction in chapter 1 and the analyses in chapter 3 and 4 show

the use of multiple sources of data.

Reflections over my own and the interviewees’ biases are present throughout the study

since unacknowledged bias may invalidate the results of an interview inquiry. On the

other hand, recognised bias may help bring new aspects forward and contribute to

the mutual construction of knowledge (Kvale, 2007, p.86). In order to “explicitly

acknowledge one’s own presence as an element in the research process” (Ooi, 2013,

p.11) I have stated my own motivation in chapter 1, and I have tried to make it clear

to the interviewees what my purpose and thoughts behind this study are. Moreover,

the present chapter represents a way of being self-critical and aware of strengths and

criticisms.

Related to the three issues above, the last methodological implication of a dialogic

study it the problem of holism. A dialogic study should include appreciation of con-

texts and circumstances but it is practically impossible to include everything. This

is an issue that is present for many qualitative studies since social phenomena are

intertwined, and hence the analysis can keep embracing new areas of related research.

The dialogic approach requests for the narrator to be reflexive. The recognition of the

narrator’s ability to guide the reader, as showed in the above, entails also a recogni-

tion that the researcher makes choices that both delimit and guide the research. A

dialogic research must therefore acknowledge that a completely holistic study within

the social sciences is not possible (Ooi, 2013, p.8).

2.4 Quality of research

In order to supplement the description of a scientifically sound dialogic study, the

following entails more general approaches to how I ensure scientific quality.

2.4.1 Objectivity and generalisability

As described above, a dialogic study can hold important scientific value. Yet, ques-

tions of objectivity and generalisability often occurs in relation to qualitative studies.
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The questions are often tied to the dichotomy between objectivism and subjectivism

(Kvale, 1994, p.72). In line with the dialogic approach, this study cannot be expected

to provide an objective truth which is independent from the researcher, nor can it

be said to be a subjective study – this is ensured by the methodology used. Instead,

the study draws upon the concept of dialogism which perceives the world as consti-

tuted by interrelations. As such, the study does not claim statistical generalisability

and objectivity in a positivist sense where the “truth” is something hidden tat can

be objectively observed and quantified (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009, p.74-76). In-

stead the study possesses ’dialogical intersubjectivity’, which is “agreement obtained

through rational conversation and reciprocal critique among those who identify and

interpret a phenomenon” (Kvale, 1994, p.73). The thesis is open for analytical gener-

alisability which “entails a deliberate judgement of to which degree the results from an

investigation can be guiding for what may happen in another situation [...] based on

similarities and differences between the two situations.” (Kvale, 1994, p.228). In this

way this study claims no naturalistic generalisability in which all findings are to be

considered suitable in all cases, but instead it claims to produce a “situated conclu-

sion” (Ooi, 2013) containing relevant information which may be of use in connection

to similar projects or research which assess the similarities to be of greater influence

than the differences.

2.4.2 Reliability and validity

The previous sections about methodological implications touched upon the reliability

and validity of the study. Reliability regards the consistency (replicability) and trust-

worthiness of findings (Kvale, 2007, p.122). As desbribed earlier, the thesis does not

intend to produce replicable knowledge but situated conclusions, and so the trustwor-

thiness of findings is instead ensured by making the reflections, methods and impli-

cations transparent. Acknowledging my biases as researcher, clarifying the method-

ological strengths and weaknesses, and triangulation of data are important parts of

making the thesis transparent and trustworthy. Furthermore, in a study like this

where findings emerge through dialogue and analysis, the validation depends on what

Kvale calls the “quality of craftsmanship”. This entails the continuous control of find-

ings, the proposal of new questions and theoretical interpretation of the results (Kvale,
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2007, p.123). In this way, the validation of research happens, and is accounted for,

throughout the study, e.g. by describing choice of research question and its connection

to academic theme, the research methods, interview and theory interpretation – all

of which leads to a transparent research procedure and a convincing analysis (Kvale,

2007, p.279).

In this chapter I have shown how dialogism will be applied as the tool for framing

the ambiguous concept of sustainability within urban planning. I have accounted

for how I ensure sound, scientific qualitative research that is trustworthy and valid.

I have excluded a section about philosophy of science precisely to avoid superficial

descriptions that are not needed for this study to be scientifically solid. I shall include

a discussion later about why dialogism is the right tool to use for capturing ambiguity

and complexity, compared to other paradigms within the social sciences.
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Chapter 3

Making sense of sustainability

This first theme chapter studies different general perspectives upon sustainability

and thereafter goes into depth with the four interviewees’ different perceptions and

approaches to planning. It weaves together empirical data and theoretical material to

create a dialogue between them in order to answer the research questions, focusing on

the first sub-question “What do planners understand by the concept of sustainability?”.

The dialogic concepts of heteroglossia, polyphony, and genre will inform the analysis

and suggest meaning and cohesion in seemingly contradictory areas. On the basis of

an investigation of what sustainability means to the different planners, the chapter

hence argues that the creative business process of sustainability planning often consists

of an ad hoc sustainability implementation and creative use of different tools for

implementation.

3.1 A dialogue of values

The concept of sustainability has a history of ambiguity and complexity, as described

in chapter 1. After decades of debate it has become a concept which most people

appreciate as an imperative element of the future society. Therefore it has also become

the norm to plan for it in urban development, and it would be rather unthinkable to

announce that a project does not include or care for sustainability. This ambiguity has

lead critics to argue that the concept has become distorted or even rendered unusable4.

4See e.g. Bakari (2014) or Blewit (2008) for different accounts
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Others, like professor Paul James, argue that “[c]ertainly the concept of ‘sustainablity’

is used without sufficient precision, and it is often abused. But that is not a reason

to move on like a travelling circus to another equally problematic concept.” (James,

2015, xvi). Sociologist Blake Ratner (2004) offers another view which may be more

productive. In the dialogic spirit he suggests perceiving sustainability as a dialogue of

values. Ratner identifies an underlying structure in the sustainability discourse where

two different approaches are distinctive, namely perceiving sustainability as either a

technical consensus or an ethical consensus.

He argues that where sustainability is seen as an ethics, its implementation is pursued

in terms of defining the content of that ethic and winning adherents to its practice

(Ratner, 2004, p.51). For instance when the Danish Nature Protection Association5

in 2011 raised an objection to Køge municipality’s plans of clearcutting an old wood-

land using i.a. the argument that its recreational capacity was used by many of

Køge’s citizens (Danmarks Naturfredningsforening, 2011). On the other hand, where

sustainability is conceived as a technical consensus, Ratner argues, its analysis and

measurement becomes a technical exercise reserved for experts (Ratner, 2004, p.51).

An example could be when Køge Kyst in 2010 initiated the architectural contest in

which the competing teams were required to calculate a specific ‘sustainability profile’

of their projects, for use in Køge Kyst’s evaluation of them. I shall return to this in

the chapter.

In a dialogic perspective, the two different ways of seeing sustainability hold the

same challenge, namely that both technical goals and ethical values are developed

as socially constructed, situated meanings that are embedded in certain contexts.

As such, both can be seen as promoting ambiguous versions of sustainability that

constantly develop and change. Much in line with the dialogic perspective Ratner

argues that the concept of sustainability becomes meaningful as it brings forth the

different values into a common ground for dialogue that may lead to agreements

and collective action (Ratner, 2004, p.62). He therefore proposes that sustainability

should be perceived neither as ethics or technical consensus but instead as a dialogue

of values. This aligns with the fundamental elements of dialogism, namely that the

5Dansk Naturfredningsforening
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concept entails tensions that are expressed via multiple, competing forces. It opens up

for acknowledging sustainability’s heteroglot complexity of multiple and contrasting

contexts and realities instead of trying to reduce it. In this way, when planners

collaborate on projects of sustainable development, their notions of sustainability

can be seen as defined in a dialogue of values between the involved collaborators

and institutions with each their priorities and value-preferences, resulting in different

perspectives. The different notions of the concept can exist simultaneously, mutually

animating and influencing each other in a dialogic relationship. This is one of the ways

to understand how it is possible to work with sustainability despite diverse notions of

the concept. This will be investigated further in the following sections.

Understanding sustainability as a dialogue of values emphasises social actors and their

dynamic process of interaction (Ratner, 2004, p.62), just as dialogism emphasises

processes of interaction. The next paragraphs investigate these different contexts and

realities held by the four planners interviewed for this thesis.

3.2 Different versions of sustainability

I approached the thesis’ four interviewees with the question of what sustainability

meant to them and at their place of work. Their answers revealed that they each have

their own, individual focus and that the contexts they are embedded in play a big

role for their respective focuses. The diversity of answers is exhibited in the following

quotes. The ambiguity of sustainability is evident, also in practice. Sustainability’s

heteroglot quality can be seen in the many contexts of use manifested through genres

– the planners different ways of describing and practising the concept. These first

sections thus investigate how planners talk about sustainability in very different ways.

These can be categorised as different genres which create certain coherences that

describes how they are able to understand each other’s way of perceiving and working

with sustainability. They thereby create a negotiated meaning of sustainability on the

basis of which they move forward with each their ways of planning.
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3.2.1 Brundtland’s sustainability

In Køge there is a strong desire of battling the degradation that is currently ongoing

in many of the smaller cities in Denmark. Urbanisation is a national trend, and many

smaller cities are in a situation of declining populations and the appertaining decline

in economy and urban life (Ritzau, 2015). Population prognoses for Køge show a

positive growth in population which puts Køge in a better situation than many other

smaller cities. This is in part due to construction of new housing which the Køge Kyst

project will contribute to (COWI, 2015).

Fig. 3.1: Køge’s primary traffic thoroughfares.

The map in figure 3.1, which is from an investors invitation, shows how Køge is

articulated as a traffic nerve centre, bringing Zealand, Sweden, and Germany closer

together (Køge Kyst P/S, 2012). This has been part of Køge’s identity for many

years and is an important factor in the Køge Kyst development which benefits from

the new express train route which will run through Køge, bringing the city closer to

the capital. The municipality writes on its homepage that the development focuses

on three overall dimensions: firstly, creating urban areas that are alive with creative

architecture and high quality buildings; secondly, developing culture, retailing and

infrastructure; and third, a focus on sustainability “in its broadest sense” as a bearing

principle (Køge municipality, 2015). In this way, the visions for sustainability laid out
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for Køge Kyst are ambitious. It is this background that project director Jes Møller

builds upon in his work.

I interviewed Møller in December 2015 when the site development of Søndre Havn

(Southern Habour) had just been initiated. This will be Køge Kyst’s housing area,

and is therefore one of the places where urban sustainability is in focus. Møller

described the sustainability approach of Køge Kyst in very broad terms at first, but

soon after described how this approach does not offer the guidelines needed for the

project to work with the concept:

“In our Development Plan we have a 14 pages chapter named Sustainability

Strategy which is about how we perceive the concept of sustainability. We

divide it into the three categories of social, environmental and economic

sustainability.” [...] “[W]hat does it mean that a city is sustainable? Our

point is that a sustainable city is more than sustainable buildings, it’s also

about transport [...] and it is about behaviour, and about if we get sustain-

ability incorporated as a lifestyle in the city” (App. B.1, 13:55, 17:50).

Møller’s statements describe the complexity of the concept in the sense that on one

hand sustainability is perceived as a technical matter which can be divided into a

number of specific dimensions, and on the other, it remains complicated to describe

what it means when it is to be implemented. He referred to the project’s Development

Plan, which describes sustainability as such:

“Sustainability will cover environment, energy, social and health condi-

tions, and economy. New environmental solutions will be developed at ur-

ban level. Many different population groups will be able to find a home in

the area. The recreational spaces should further the possibilities for social

contact and healthy lifestyle.” (Køge Kyst P/S, 2011, p.59)

Like Møller, the Plan accentuates an approach that builds upon the Brundtland Com-

mission’s definition of sustainability as consisting of three dimensions of economy,

environment, and the social, as described in chapter 1. The three dimensions stem

originally from the Brundtland Report’s division of sustainability. Using the widely

accepted notion of sustainability that came out of the Brundtland Report provides
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Møller / Køge Kyst with scientific legitimacy and historic ballast. However, the spe-

cific features that are accentuated in the Plan are not specific recommendations from

the Brundtland Commission but instead reflections of Køge’s own priorities. The

Brundtland Report gives a version of sustainability which is based upon past con-

texts, but is still in use today. The contradiction between what could be called a

‘mainstream version’ of sustainability and Møller’s present daily perspectives seem to

be an area of tension in the sense that the mainstream definition informs Møller’s

work but does not manage to provide him with the tools he needs for working with

sustainability in his daily work.

The Køge Kyst project work closely together with the municipality of Køge Kyst,

described Møller, because of the municipality’s role as the public authority which can

make both allowances and proscriptions. The municipality is also represented by three

persons in the project’s seven person board (three from the municipality, three from

Realdania By, and Møller himself). Køge municipality state that the sustainability

agenda is a priority. The official homepage of the municipality describes under the

headline of Climate, Energy and Sustainable development that “Køge municipality has

ambitious goals concerning climate”, and describes six focus areas of “climate work,

energy renovation, oil tanks for private and businesses, energy sources and heating,

climate adaptation, and Agenda 21” (Køge municipality, 2016). As this shows, there

is a large focus on the climate dimension of sustainability. This was also evident when

I talked to Head of Planning in the municipality, public servant Casper Toftholm,

not long after the meeting with Møller. Like Møller, Toftholm referred to the three

Brundtland dimensions, but also argued that they may not be adequate for capturing

sustainability:

“[In the email correspondence] you’ve already mentioned the three dimen-

sions. The economic, environmental and social. That’s fairly right, I

think. There are also other dimensions. But let’s stick to the three.” (App.

B.4, 19:17)

Toftholm’s quote broadens up the immediate impression one could get of the mu-

nicipality’s rather narrow notion of sustainability. His quote also implies a present

heteroglossia in the sense that the civil servant must represent the municipality, and
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as such also the way the municipality perceives sustainability. At the same time,

polyphony can help understand Toftholm’s discrete proposal that there may be other

areas of importance. Arguably, Toftholm’s quote alludes that he have his own prefer-

ences which he does not necessarily see as appropriate in the context of speaking on

the behalf of the municipality. Toftholm did not proceed to mention any other dimen-

sions. There could be different reasons, one being a discrete polyphony as described

above, another being that the planner alludes to the vast range of elements that he

work with which he finds difficult to categorise – a “none mentioned, none forgotten”

approach.

The above shows that there is, in general, concordance between how the two planners

from Køge perceive sustainability, and which elements they focus on. Their common

approach could be defined as a genre in itself which constitute a horizon of expecta-

tions to behaviour and perspectives. In this way, they signal to other planners what

their priorities and perspectives are, delimiting the diversification of interpretations of

sustainability, and creating order within what would otherwise be seen as ambiguous.

3.2.2 Sustainability as part of liveability

Projects like Køge Kyst makes use of a range of advisers. Rambøll has been assigned

with the task of site development in Køge Kyst (preparing infrastructure such as

electricity and water supply). The two organisations are not closely connected but the

advisers are important stakeholders that may influence projects by their perspectives

and ways of working. As externals they look upon the project with “fresh eyes” and

they have expert knowledge that the client organisation does not possess (Smith,

2008). In this respect, the advisers have a legitimate voice in the discussion about

different project specifics, including sustainability.

Rambøll seeks to distinguish itself from competitors by not only focusing on sustain-

ability but on creating ‘liveable cities’. It has invested resources in a ‘Liveable Cities

Laboratory’ that researches and advises on liveability, integrated with the compa-

nies sustainability services. Consultant Søren Hansen has been developing Rambøll’s

sustainability work since before the Brundtland Commission published Our Common

Future. Central in the Rambøll notion of sustainability is a technical approach that
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is focused on what is measurable and technically definable (App.B.2, 5:10), argued

Hansen when I met him at Rambøll’s head office in the city of Ørestad:

“Sustainability is something that has evolved a lot. [...] My own back-

ground is within traffic planning, [...] in 1987 where we started working

with sustainability even before the concept was born. Back then we had

our own definition of sustainability. We called it ’environmental priori-

tising’[...] This has formed the way I and Rambøll perceive sustainability.

Subsequently Brundtland came with a definition of sustainability and we

could tap into this, shaping it in our own way.” [...] “We’ve simply made

our own interpretation of it. [...] It’s very technical. Very much about

what is measurable and technically definable. This is where we’ve had our

focus, and this is where everyone focuses.” (App. B.2, 2:06, 5:10)

Hansen described how Rambøll’s notion is based upon the Brundtland definition but

also that it is an interpretation of the concept of sustainability that is adapted to

the objectives of the company, just like Køge Kyst does. His statement also tells

that Hansen sees Rambøll’s notion of sustainability as very focused on the technical

aspects and on what can be measured, in order to satisfy the clients’ requirements

for technical documentation. However, Hansen added another dimension, namely a

perception of sustainability as a means for achieving a higher goal of ’liveability’:

“Rambøll is working on expanding our understanding of sustainability, and

we are doing this by working with liveability. We’ve done it by defining a lot

of parameters which you can measure and look at which defines liveability in

a city.” [...] “Liveability is the ultimate goal. [...] The visitors, inhabitants,

and institutions that are a part of the city – their well-being is the liveability

of the city. Sustainability is a tool, an instrument that we can use to make

some elements work in connection to the liveability of the city.” (App.

B.2, 6:50, 7:43)

Theory about liveability meets some of the same challenges as with the concept of

sustainability. de Haan et al. (2014) write that “describing the central tenets of live-

ability would yield similar terms, like ’nebulous’. Hard to grasp, and your grasp would
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be as good as any, this seems to imply.” (de Haan et al., 2014, p.120). It will be

unfruitful for this thesis to enter into a discussion of the term ’liveability’, but it is,

however, relevant to understand Rambøll’s notion of the concept in order to under-

stand how the company perceives the concept of sustainability, since Hansen suggests

that sustainability is part of liveability. Rambøll adopts the following definition which

is based upon an approach in which measurable indicators have a leading role:

”Liveability describes the framework conditions of a decent life for all in-

habitants of cities, regions and communities including their physical and

mental well-being. Liveability is based on the principle of sustainability and

smart and thus is sensitive to nature and the protection of its resources.”

(Rambøll, 2014c, p.16)

Rambøll’s approach is based on a perception of liveability that has been promoted by

for instance liveability ranking lists by The Monocle (The Liveable Cities Index) and

The Economist (Global Liveability Ranking). This implies that liveability is some-

thing measurable, as also indicated above by Hansen. At the same time, the company

recognises that the term can mean “different things to different people, according to

different and shifting perceptions, values and desires.” (Rambøll, 2014b, p.3). In this

sense, liveability becomes a dialogue of values that is as ambiguous as sustainability,

which Rambøll can adapt to the objectives of the company.

Liveability may seem as a good thing all the way through, but some researchers

do not agree, arguing that the concept should be perceived more holistically. The

concept risks to put other important considerations for instance for sustainability

under pressure. Newton (2012) puts forward a critique of cities’ narrow focus on

liveability, arguing that most reports on performance of cities tend to focus more on

the individual, isolated indicators than on their interconnections (Newton, 2012, p.82).

The dialogic understanding of social phenomena says that they are interconnected,

or at least inform each other. In this sense it supports Newton’s argument that it

is important to understand the interrelations between different phenomena. In order

to see city performance in a more holistic, integrated view, he investigates the nexus

of liveability and environmental sustainability, and suggests that city liveability is

often achieved at the expense of environmental sustainability. He argues that the
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world’s most liveable cities are acquiring and retaining their status by participating

in a level of resource consumption that is environmentally unsustainable. If the rest

of the world had the same consumption as some of the highest ranking cities, several

planet Earths would be required, he argues (Newton, 2012, pp.82,88). In this way the

focus on liveability, according to Newton, pushes aside the focus on sustainability and

creates tensions between the two phenomena instead of synergies.

Taking another stand, Søren Hansen argued that sustainability is an integrated part

of liveability, and the latter can thus not be obtained without the former. However,

sustainability can be present without having liveability, he said, and gave an example

of whole cities that are so “un-liveable” that they are never occupied by people. These

are the so-called “Ghost Cities” of China (see also figure 3.2 on next page):

“[T]hey build these big cities and industry areas. In many ways they are

doing a good job, but they forget that it is North-east Chinese peasants who

they are going to relocate in these cities. Moving them is not in itself very

sustainable. [...]The North-eastern Chinese peasants, they’ve never seen

a tower block before. [...] They live their life in a very traditional way.

Then you take these people and move them into a “clinically sustainable”

city, and here they just die – they cannot live in a place like that. They

don’t know how to use the waste shaft and they cannot kill time, and ulti-

mately they end up becoming ill and then moving away.” [...] “So yes, you

can build sustainable cities that also have the downside that they are not

liveable or habitable because you’ve forgotten to include the humans in the

calculation.” (App. B.2, 16:50, 19:07)

The tensions between sustainability and liveability that Newton describes thus seems

to be underlying in Hansen’s perception. The tensions between the two concepts is

an ongoing dialogic process of interrelation where the different concepts intertwine in

a process that creates order and meaning-making.
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Fig. 3.2: Chinese ‘ghost city’.

Also Esben Kristensen from Gehl Architects described that the consultancy has a

broader focus in their work with sustainability:

“Lately it has become a kind of a “Monocle-term” that no-one really knows

what means, but it’s become really big. It’s a lot about creating good cities

for people to live in. I think that, generally speaking, this is the most

important parameter. Then it’s also something about environmental sus-

tainability, and so on, that also needs to be included.” (App. B.3, 2:20)

As described in the introduction, liveability is an essential part of planning for sus-

tainable cities, argues Gehl Architects. The focus is on the citizens rather than on

buildings, and Jan Gehl focused on ‘the space in between the buildings’ (Gehl, 2010)

as the most important element to consider when planning for sustainability. Hence,

Kristensen referred to the concept of liveability in another context than Hansen. While

Hansen from Rambøll referred to the Monocle/Economist’s versions, he instead re-

ferred to the Gehl heritage. Kristensen and Gehls Architects’ notions of liveability

are based in the area of architecture and urban planning. Like Rambøll, Gehl Archi-

tects also approach liveability by using quantitative data derived from measurements,

Kristensen said:
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“What we do is that we measure quite a lot. We count, measure and weigh,

so to speak. That’s our DNA. Having a person who is actually out there,

counting pedestrians and documenting what people are doing in the public

space [...] It’s about measuring the impact. The consequences of what we’re

doing.” (App. B.3, 51:11)

Rambøll and Gehl Architects have in common that they perceive sustainability work

as a method for obtaining liveability in cities. However, their approaches stem from

different backgrounds, the Brundtland Report and the planning ideology of Jan Gehl,

respectively. This makes their approaches similar, but not identical. Taking their

different professions into consideration it would be imprecise to say that they form

one single genre. Instead it could be said that they form two different but overlapping

genres by which others can identify them, thereby delimiting the interpretations and

creating order and expectancy within the ambiguity of their sustainability notions.

3.2.3 Interpretations

The four planners’ statements above show their most precise answers to how they

perceive sustainability. However, they broadened their definitions during the inter-

view by including a range of different extra elements and conditions. The quotes are

collected in a table in appendix A. For the purpose of creating an overview they are

divided according to Ratner’s (2004) categories of the technical and the ethical con-

sensus. The table shows that the planners’ notions of sustainability cannot be divided

into either one or the other. Their notions include both approaches, and as such the

different elements enter into a dialogue with each other and, together with the above

quotes, constitute the total picture of the planner’s notions of sustainability in all

their ambiguity and multiplicity.

Moreover, the planners often used words and phrases such as “our interpretation”, “we

prefer”, “I would like”, “we find it important”, “we believe”, “I think”, “my assessment”,

“our notion” (see e.g. App.B.1, 24:12, App.B.2, App.B.3, 55:41, App.B.4, 56:39, 2:10).

By stating their ‘interpretations’, the planners recognise that their notions are

not final truths. Like the concept of polyphony accentuates the “politics of presenta-

tion”, the planners’ sustainability descriptions can be seen as individual adaptations
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articulated by agents embedded in certain contexts. Their backgrounds in different

companies influence how they talk about sustainability, and the narrative they want to

communicate. Hence, by describing the way they perceive sustainability, the planners

are themselves narrating versions of sustainability that are fitted to and advancing

their own agendas. In this way they contribute to the social construction of the con-

cept. By taking part in the sustainability planning, they enter in a dialogue of values

that form their own and others’ notions of the concept. For instance when Toftholm

advices politicians, and Møller advices the Køge Kyst board, they communicate a

notion of sustainability that contributes to how others perceive the concept, and how

the concept is constructed and used in Køge municipality and Køge Kyst. Kristensen

narrates another version of sustainability which has the concept of liveability in focus

– a concept which is promoted by his employer Gehl Architects. Hansen promotes

a version of sustainability which both focuses on a technical understanding of sus-

tainability, like most of their clients, but since the company is expanding its product

portfolio to contain the concept of liveability and ‘liveable cities’, Hansen also empha-

sises how sustainability is really just a part of a larger goal. In this way, the planners’

notions of sustainability are very much influenced, or guided by their respective con-

texts. The dialogic concept of genre accentuates the possibility of having different

ways of talking about a phenomena. It weaves together different nuances, accents,

and characteristic forms of thinking. In this thesis the focus is on the social context of

use, not on the narrow notion of language, as also mentioned in chapter 2. Heteroglos-

sia underlines that there can be several genres within sustainability planning, and the

four planners are precisely examples of this, being examples of different perceptions

of sustainability planning which are embedded in different contexts, as described in

this chapter. This is an important insight that brings order in what to expect of an

otherwise ‘chaotic’ situation of many interpretations.

A general observation I made during the interviews was that I found the four planners

were inspired by the topics of conversation during the interview, letting them influence

the additional elements they added to their definitions of sustainability. It is arguably

a normal thing to let a situation influence one’s utterances, but in the case of defining

a concept which is key to the work of the planners, they could perhaps have been ex-
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pected to be more consistent. I do not consider the inconsistency to be detrimental to

the trustworthiness of the definitions since the planners are able to describe and clarify

that it really are these definitions that they actually work from. However, it under-

lines that the interview could not be replicated again, neither by this researcher nor

by another. As this thesis does not aim to produce another sustainability definition,

an interesting perspective is that the multiplicity of answers underlines the ambiguity

of sustainability and points to a fundamental element of the dialogic perspective de-

scribed in chapter 2, namely that phenomena must be understood holistically as they

are always socially constructed and influenced by the contexts they are appear in.

This section was concerned with answering the first sub-question of what different

planners understand by the concept of sustainability. It showed that the planners have

four individual understandings of the concept which are influenced by the contexts

they are embedded in. In general they adhere to mainstream definitions which they

supplement with their own additional notions of what they find important in relation

to their work. As all other social phenomena are socially constructed, the concept

of sustainability can be understood as a social construction in the form of ongoing

dialogues of values and perspectives. The chapter also showed that heteroglossia and

genre can make sense of how it is possible that the planners can narrate their own

version of sustainability while at the same time adhere to mainstream definitions like

the Brundtlandian. The next section investigates how the planners see the use of

different sustainability tools that are available to them in the planning.

3.3 Tools & creativity

The question of what it takes to implement sustainability into urban developments

is an ongoing discussion. A very common method is the use of different so-called

‘sustainability tools’ like the DGNB framework6, the indicators method of the ‘Circles

of Sustainability’ (James, 2015) or the like. Advocates argue e.g that measuring cities’

sustainability is natural since cities are economic entities (Harnik and Welle, 2009, p.i),

6Certification of Green Building Council Denmark, originally Deutsche Gesellschaft für Nach-
haltiges Bauen. Promotes sustainable construction via certification and measurement of a long range
of building elements.
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whereas critics argue that the usefulness of tools is not a given, since it depends on

what is to be obtained and which assumptions the tools themselves are based upon

(Wheeler, 2013, p.86).

When Køge Kyst entered the competition phase in 2010, Realdania was almost finished

making their “Tool for sustainability development” (Realdania By, 2012b).

Fig. 3.3: Classic sustainability profile figure.

The tool targets local authorities,

consultants,as well as private devel-

opers. According to Realdania it can

be adapted to their specific projects

and can thus be used e.g. as a check-

list or as part of an in-depth work

with the three sustainability dimen-

sions (Realdania By, 2012b, pp.3-

4). Køge Kyst made use of the

tool to assess the propositions re-

ceived during the architectural com-

petition. The tool unfolds the three

sustainability dimensions (environ-

ment and resources, social and health aspects and economy) into a total of 23 indica-

tors. Users give each indicator a score on a scale from 1-5 or a qualitative description.

When summed up, the tool presents each sustainability dimension in quantitative

measures on a scoreboard together with a general sustainability score named “total

sustainability profile”, as illustrated in a classic pyramid figure (Realdania By, 2012a)

(see figure 3.3).

The use of sustainable development indicators (SDI) is write Tanguay et al., a method

of using ‘tangible assessment and monitoring systems’ used by many public admin-

istrations to underline their work for sustainable development (Tanguay et al., 2010,

p.407). Huang et al. go so far as stating that they are “indispensable in the science

and practice of sustainability” (Huang et al., 2015, p.1177). However, Køge Kyst’s

director found the tool to be too generic to be useful in practice as guideline for their

everyday work:
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“[T]he strength of the tool is to create an overview across parameters. What

we’re discussing is often individual elements, so we’re not using the tool

any longer. Sometimes we’re looking at the original evaluation to see if

we’re on the right track or we’re about to forget something. Like a re-

minder. But I don’t think that the tool is useful for solving the concrete

dilemmas we’re facing. For that purpose it is too abstract. It works better

at the preliminary phases.” (App. B.1, 46:00)

The challenge is thus that the tool is perceived to be retrospective in its approach

and to be too comprehensive to provide useful guidance for decision-making in their

everyday work, as it has hundreds of different parameters to assess. Also Tanguay

et al. put forward this argument, stating that the use of SDI is problematic because

of the very general approach they offer and because of an absence of a more general,

unambiguous, and universal definition of sustainability. This causes a multiplicity of

interpretations and a following “explosion of indicators” (Tanguay et al., 2010, p.407),

making it impossible to use the tools to provide guidance for action and decision-

making in planners everyday work. Moreover it is also problematic, they argue, that

there exists varying objectives for the use of indicators and the varying accessibility of

qualitative and quantitative data, making the different analyses difficult to compare

(Tanguay et al., 2010, p.407).

Instead, the Køge Kyst makes use of other methods for managing sustainability. It

follows the directions set out by the municipality in their role as public authorities

(App. B.1, 11:00) and it makes plans such as the Development Plan, the Quality

Programme (Køge Kyst P/S, 2010), sales agreements, and ‘prospects’ (Køge Kyst

P/S, 2013) that are utilised to focus on various elements of the project, including

sustainability. These are used on an ad hoc basis, i.e. whenever the planners find

it necessary, Jes Møller described. An example on this is that in the architectural

competition, Køge Kyst first received three unrelated project proposals which were

much alike in their physical expression. The buildings looked alike with three similar

façades made of light tile. Jes Møller described how the project approached this

specific problem with a solution designed for the specific circumstance:

“[I]t was just one pale tile building next to the other - we couldn’t have
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that, we thought. Then what, we thought? It as a kind of seek-and-learn

process. Then we made an inspiration booklet for architecture concerning

buildings’ façades, ensuring that they were not merely bad copies of each

other, but instead had each their own clear expression. Thereby we could

create some variation among the buildings. I think this inspiration-booklet

has worked since now two of the original three propositions has changed

considerably.” (App. B.1, 33:20)

What Møller described is an ad hoc approach to problem solving, a “seek and learn”

process, as he called it. The planners felt it to be necessary to think of new ways of

guiding the architectural expression in the direction they desired, and therefore cre-

ated a creative guide to the architectural companies participating in the competition.

Møller elaborated:

“What we experience is that when we approach each of the different com-

ponents of sustainability it shows that they require each their own manage-

ment practices. There is no common model for how to get things to work.”

(App. B.1, 20:17)

Professor Alfonso Montouri researches the areas of creativity and complexity in society.

He writes that one way of adapting the complex environments is by using creativity.

It involves “constant organising, dis-organising, and re-organising” (Montuori, 2003,

p.241-242), much in line with the dialogic approach. Like dialogism accepts society’s

inherent tensions between disorder and order, a creative person, writes Montuori,

is not afraid of complexity, but prefers it over simplicity (Montuori, 2003, p.242).

Creative thought seeks to make sense, he writes, of seemingly chaotic phenomena,

and incorporate complex, disorderly phenomena into a broader, more inclusive and

more simple perspective (Montuori, 2003, p.242-3).

In Montouri’s perspective it can be said that the ad hoc practices of the planners at

Køge Kyst results in creative responses to the problems that occur. The planners

try to make sense of and adapt to the ambiguity by using their creativity to solve

problems on an ad hoc basis. There exist many definitions of what creativity is,

and it can be argued that the concept is as ambiguous and vague as the concept of
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sustainability. Nevertheless, Lorenzen et al. (2012) write that there is a tentative

consent in the social sciences to define creativity as generation of something new by

combining elements that already exist (Lorenzen et al., 2012, p.1). In the same way

the planners use a well-known method of writing booklets for guidance of how they

would like the architectural, creative expression of the new urban area in Køge Kyst

to appear. In this sense the planners’ ad hoc work and their way of using different

tools adapted to the situation are creative answers to an ambiguous phenomena and

a chaotic planning situation. As showed in the above, the concept of sustainability is

ambiguous both in theory and practice, and the planners’ perceptions of the concept

consist of a multitude of different elements. It can be argued that it is the ambiguity

of sustainability and its allowance for a multitude of interpretations that enable the

planners to employ individual, creative responses to the problems they meet in their

everyday work. I shall argue later how the dialogic concept of carnivalesque can

explain how it is possible that the concept of sustainability allows for this multitude

of perceptions and practices.

Like Realdania, Rambøll also developed its own sustainability tool. ‘RamSuB’ (Ram-

bøll Sustainable Building) “translate sustainability to context sensitive, measurable

items, and visualise the degree of sustainability in all phases of a concrete project.”

(Rambøll, 2014a). This implies a rather narrow notion of sustainability, and thus

Søren Hansen finds the use of sustainability tools problematic precisely because of

their tendency to simplify sustainability:

“When you try to systematise things like these sustainability tools do, then

you also have to simplify. And when you simplify you standardise.” [...]

“They only capture a tiny part of what it is to build a city.” (App. B.2,

20:49, 22:29)

Hansen added that the company uses specific tools when required by the individual

client, like the competition in Køge. Yet besides these occasional requirements, the

company incorporates sustainability on ad hoc basis by relying on the employees’

professionalism:

“My experience is that everyone has the fundamental idea that they want
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to create something sustainable, but they are not using specific tools for

it.” (App. B.2, 40:35)

Hansen’s quotes describe how the planners at Rambøll indeed work with sustainabil-

ity but that they do not have a consistent way of working. This is similar to the

practices in Køge Kyst. He does not find the tools to be especially helpful since they

do not capture all the facets of the sustainability work he finds important. Instead the

individual employees use different methods for implementing sustainability whenever

it is perceived to be necessary, much the same way as the planners of Køge Kyst. An

implication of the use of creativity for problem solving is that the different organisa-

tions make use of their employees’ creativity and professionalism, so because of the

‘nobody knows’ property they cannot be sure that their responses will function as

intended, and they cannot be sure that their ways of working will be effective. In the

situation with the architectural competition described above, Jes Møller described to

me how their response (the creative guide for the exterior looks of the buildings) eased

the problem and the drawings have now been changed, giving the city a more diverse

appearance.

Gehl Architects is the only one of the four institutions that systematically uses a

specific tool in their work. As a response to the standardised approach offered by

sustainability tools, the company has developed its own methods:

“The problem about external tools is that they are often very locked on

to a geographical area, so they are difficult for us to work with since our

scope is wider.” [..] “We have our own framework tool that we call PSPL:

Public Space Public Life which is a survey method we’ve developed. There’s

actually a book describing it: ‘How to study public life’ (Gehl and Svarre,

2013). We’re using it relatively rigidly in almost every project.” (App.

B.3, 46:47, 54:00)

Yet Kristensen also added that the focuses of the different stakeholders vary a lot,

and often the planners’ biggest challenge is to get the different perspectives to meet.

They do this by arguing for their own perspective and by examining what objectives

that are behind each of the stakeholders’ perspectives, and then “try to find out how
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we can use our perspective to reach the same end goal.” (App. B.3, 23:56). In this

sense, even though Gehl has a tool for systematic implementation of sustainability

and liveability, the planners nonetheless have to work on an ad hoc basis when they

are collaborating with other planners.

This indicates that the creative responses and ad hoc problem solving is an integral

part of the creative business process of urban planning at least for the four planners

and the companies they represent, especially because of the ambiguous concept of

sustainability which does not provide consistent perspectives, methods, or tools to

use when working with it.

3.4 Interpretations, ad hoc based work, and creativity

In this chapter I have weaved together empirical data and theory, and made them

dialogue with each other in order to answer the research question of what planners

understand by the concept of sustainability, and more broadly the overall question

of how it is possible that planners carry out projects of sustainable urban planning

despite ambiguity. Firstly I investigated some general perspectives on sustainability,

thereafter I went into detail with the four planners’ way of perceiving and implement-

ing sustainability. It showed that the concept of sustainability consists of different

voices and is manifested through different narratives and genres of perceptions and

practices that enter into a dialogic relationship that socially constructs the notions

of sustainability. In the same way, the ambiguity of sustainability lets the different

notions of it exist simultaneously, mutually animating and influencing each other in

a dialogic relationship. As such, the conclusion of the chapter is that planners have

diverse notions of sustainability that build on both mainstream definitions and added,

individual interpretations which consist of a multitude of different perspectives and

elements. Recognising the heteroglossia and polyphony within the concept of sus-

tainability, and the existence of different genres of practice creates a framework for

understanding how it is possible that planners can have different notions that exist

simultaneously, and how it is possible for the planners to follow their own notion and

work with sustainability as they perceive it. Additionally, in order to cope with the
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ambiguity in their daily work, planners operate in an ad hoc way with the sustain-

ability concept, using their creativity to respond to ambiguity and complexity.
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Chapter 4

Planning approaches

This chapter investigates the second sub-question of how different planners work with

sustainability. It investigates some specific contradictions found in the empirical ma-

terial that highlight how the planners work and the tensions, contradictions, and

coherences between these.

4.1 Flexibility of planning and product

This section goes into depth with a specific contradiction found in the empirical data

which points to the planners’ different ways of approaching the sustainability planning.

The chapter investigates how a concept that is ambiguous is being embedded into

planning methods, and argues that despite the different genres of practice, the planners

are in a relationship of dependency which makes them adapt their genres of practice

to each other. In this way it enables moving forward with sustainability projects.

When I discussed management of sustainability projects with Rambøll’s Søren Hansen

we discussed the challenge of planning for something which is ambiguous and con-

stantly evolving like the concept of sustainability is. Like the dialogic concept of

genre describes the horizon of expectations and points to codes of behaviour, Rambøll

as adviser is expected to follow current best practices and the newest development of

the sustainability agenda. Yet the changing needs of citizens, the internal competi-

tion among municipalities to attract and retain citizens, and the changing notion of

sustainability makes it difficult to plan for the future sustainable city. Since the post-
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war period, Western planning has been characterised mainly by a rational, top-down

modernistic planning ideal which regarded planning as something based on reason and

neutral, scientific activities that were part of a hierarchical form of government (Jensen

et al., 2007). The distinction between public and private was clear, and planning was

first and foremost something that ensured the public sector’s interests. Decisions were

taken by politicians with technical input from officials, and in this sense the public

administration was coordinator and decision-maker in development projects where

the interests of the citizens were, generally speaking, not the primary interest (Jensen

et al., 2007, pp.19-34). According to the rational, instrumental planning ideology it is

possible to investigate all alternatives of action and subsequently chose the most effi-

cient and effective ones. If the desired goals are not obtained then a new plan can be

established (Jensen et al., 2007, p.21). Although there exist alternative approaches,

critics argue that the rational planning ideology is still practised in many municipali-

ties’ technical administrations and that it has not provided a sufficient response to the

new societal conditions like globalisation and empowerment of citizens (Jensen et al.,

2007).

Søren Hansen described how he sees a challenge in the old, rational way of believing

that projects can be fully planned from the very beginning. Yet when Rambøll enters a

project, he said, the planners most often have to focus on solving an already described

challenge within a set budget:

“If we want to include some work with sustainability that is not already

included, then we have to make the customer increase the budget. Of course

we’d like that but that isn’t always happening, it’s actually very, very rare.”

(App. B.2, 38:39).

Hansen described that most often Rambøll is asked to perform tasks that are deter-

mined at the beginnning of a project. This makes it almost impossible to implement

any sustainability considerations that were not planned from the beginning. As a re-

sponse, Hansen calls for a more flexible approach to project management that makes

it possible to take account of the constantly changing concept of sustainability that

varies from project to project (App. B.2, 23:20). Professor Nils Olsson advances a

theory of management for flexibility in projects, arguing that it is paradoxical that
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while flexibility is often needed in order to face changes and uncertainty in the business

environment, it is rarely prepared for (Olsson, 2006, p.66). Flexibility, also termed

‘adaptability’ or ‘robustness’, is one approach to prepare for the uncertainties in plan-

ning, argues Olsson. He defines project flexibility following Husby et al. (1999):

“The capability to adjust the project to prospective consequences of uncer-

tain circumstances within the context of the project.” (Olsson, 2006, p.67)

Flexibility refers to having “room for manoeuvring” and to being able to postpone

irreversible decisions until more information is available (Olsson, 2006, p.67). The

capability of a project to be flexible is often related to the process and end product of

the project, Olsson writes, and he identifies three strategies for achieving flexibility in

decision processes (Olsson, 2006, p.67): ‘late locking’, ‘decision gates’, and contingency

planning. The strategy of “late locking” implies postponing decisions for as long as

possible in order to have as much information available as possible and exercise as little

effect on other project decisions as possible. When decisions are made, the project

parts become ‘locked’ and they are thereafter executed in the traditional ‘inflexible’

way. The ‘decision gates strategy’ is similar but focuses on a step-by-step locking of

project parts and successive traditional execution of the sub-projects. This can be

obtained by use of a decision gate project management model. The third strategy is

to produce both a set of base plans and a set of alternative plans. This is also called

contingency planning. When it comes to flexibility in the final product, the main

strategy is to prepare it for alternative uses in order to meet shifting demands without

physical change and with minimal effect on costs (Olsson, 2006). This approach to

flexibility is often used in building construction which has many similarities with

urban development projects since they include both site development, constructing

new buildings, traffic planning, energy planning and many more activities that are

similar as they end up with large-scale, permanent constructions.

For the project management it is important whether the flexibility is required in the

process or in the product, or in both. Figure 4.1 (Olsson, 2006, p.67) shows a matrix

of the different strategies.
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Fig. 4.1: Flexibility in product and de-
cision process

Low flexibility in the decision process and

of the product assumes a stable environment

where concepts, specifications, and the man-

agement of these are not designed for flexibil-

ity, or in other words, are not adjusted dur-

ing the project. A strategy of high flexibility

in product and low in the decision process

assumes that the decision process does not

need to be flexible because the end product

is designed for alternative use - this is called

‘robust concept’. The third strategy, contin-

gency planning, has low flexibility of the product and high flexibility of process. Low

flexibility of the product may for instance be desirable when flexibility would be costly

(Olsson, 2006, p.67).

In Køge Kyst as well as in other urban developments, the municipality and the project

management decided on a distribution of housing types, businesses, public areas, etc.

in the initial phases of the project (see e.g. Køge Kyst P/S, 2009, 2013). Early in

the process while the site development is still ongoing and the area is empty, plots

are sold to contractors with specific goals of building specific housing types, e.g. the

exclusive apartments “Beach-Meadow” that are already planned in Køge (Køge Kyst,

2016). In this way, products are determined already from the beginning, leaving only

little room for flexibility because of the high costs of changing building plans and the

infrastructure that is laid out during the site development.

The final strategy that Olsson outlines, ‘flow’, exhibits high flexibility in both process

and product. This strategy contains what Hansen is suggesting, namely an overall

increased flexibility. Planning for sustainability in the future city, and afterwards

the building of the neighbourhood takes many years, and as such, flexibility in both

decision processes and product is desirable. For instance Køge Kyst would have the

opportunity of letting buildings and infrastructure be adaptable to the needs of the

future city. This would minimise the risk of building something which is not needed in

the future city. The other alternative of having unusable buildings and infrastructure
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would be even more costly. Flexibility in the processes would enable the project to

postpone decision-making concerning e.g. sustainability requirements in order to gain

as much knowledge as possible before finalising a decision, and thereby minimise the

risk of planning for something which may be seen as sustainable in 2016 but seen as

obsolete in 2030. For example Køge Kyst has made plans for retailing such as super-

markets and clothing shops (Køge Kyst P/S, 2011, p.23), but with the development

of e-commerce these forms of trade may be obsolete in only a few years. Thereby

Køge Kyst risks designing and constructing buildings which may have to be radically

changed due to changed needs in the future, if they are not designed for flexible use.

Hence, flexibility in both product and process would allow municipalities to better re-

spond to changing needs of the citizens, development of technology, changed political

dialogues of value concerning sustainability, and the uncertainty of what is desired in

the future city.

The Køge Kyst Development Plan writes that the project should aim for “flexible

structures, that is buildings which in the beginning is utilised for one purpose, but which

later can change utilisation if the needs change. Especially we think of the possibility

of converting housing to offices [...] and vice versa” (Køge Kyst P/S, 2011, p.23).

In this way, a certain flexibility in product is planned for. The flux strategy offers

this kind of flexibility. Other factors like e.g. requirements for buildings’ energy use

changes regularly with the official building regulations7, and people’s perceptions and

way of using cities have changed over time. A good example of this is the explosion in

numbers of cafés and outdoor seating areas over the past 20-30 years. The perception

of what a good and sustainable city entails, and the following use of the city has

simply changed. The city has to change with it, and therefore planners have to adapt

their project to these changes of the notion of sustainability. The flow strategy allows

planners to postpone decisions until more knowledge is developed and collected, and

to adapt products like buildings and roads to changing needs.

The strategy can, however, be costly and lengthy, and it can threaten the project’s

efficiency, that is its ability to deliver on time and within budget (Olsson, 2006, p.68).

Flexibility of the finished product requires that it can be used in a range of different
7www.bygningsreglementet.dk
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ways or changed with very little impact on costs and time. This is difficult when

the products are buildings, roads, and infrastructure like in Køge Kyst. Another

challenge is that the politicians who decide on a project of urban development are held

accountable by their voters, and are thereby required to set up budgets and scenarios

for what the citizens can expect of the urban development, as will be described later.

This is complicated within the flow strategy since its intention is that the plans are

kept open-ended. Yet, the benefits of high flexibility of products and processes are

that there is a higher chance that the final product will be more effective at “doing

the right thing”, as Olsson writes, and contribute to the right value added for owners

(the municipality and Realdania) and users (the citizens) (Olsson, 2006, p.68).

According to Olsson, different stakeholders have different perceptions of project flex-

ibility, depending on their objectives (Olsson, 2006, p.72). Flexibility holds value to

the ones who benefit from changes and late locking of decisions, and so these stake-

holders tend to be positive towards it. These are typically project owners and end

users, as described in the above. On the other hand, stakeholders such as contractors

and project managements tend to be more negative towards flexibility because their

focus is on delivering the project on budget and within time. Changes will require

resources spend on redesigning and are thus not desirable. However, where project

management and project owners are closely related, the project management tend to

be more positive towards flexibility, because of the connectedness with the objectives

of the owner (Olsson, 2006, p.72).

Søren Hansen’s department in Rambøll is selling services within engineering supervi-

sion and project management of construction projects and urban developments. In

Olsson’s framework he, as adviser, would not be expected to be positive towards flex-

ibility especially when it is only very rare that extra funding is given. Yet as adviser,

Hansen is dependent on the client. Hence when the client, for instance Køge Kyst,

requires a certain degree of flexibility (or not), Rambøll has to adapt to this. Hansen

has worked with sustainability planning for many years and his quote about flexibility

shows that it is his opinion that both clients and his own company are too inflexible in

their way of planning for sustainability. It could indicate that the different planners

adapt their practices to each other because of their interdependency. It is reasonable
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to think that institutions who depend on each other, as the adviser depends on the

client and the client depends on the adviser, could benefit from not having too diverse

practices that would need a lot of bridging every time a collaboration were to be initi-

ated. This could suggest that the companies adapt their practices to each other when

it comes to flexibility, and the concept of genre provides a framework to understand

how they can know what to adapt to, so to speak.

In the same way as the previous chapter described the different genres within per-

spectives upon sustainability, what Hansen described in the above also forms a genre

of practice that coincide with the genre of perception described previously. Not many

consultancies would include additional sustainability services unless paid for, and to

those who know the world of consultancy, it is not surprising that Hansen seeks greater

flexibility in the clients’ approach to planning since this also gives Rambøll greater

freedom to work with sustainability as they find best, and possibly also a higher fee

for being flexible.

When I discussed flexibility with Casper Toftholm from Køge municipality he took

another stand than Hansen. Toftholm did not find that flexibility to be an issue for

Køge. He explained how the need for adaptation is instead handled on an ad hoc

basis:

“Sometimes the site plan becomes obsolete. We can make exemptions. And

a new hearing. In this way we ensure that site plans do not become obsolete.

But at some point they do become obsolete [...] In case of exemptions we

say, okay, the plan says something which we want to change, and then we

have to start up a new process where we conduct a public hearing and get

a political discussion about what we want to do, and whether this is the

right thing to do” [...] “If the plans say something different then we’ll just

have to change them.” (App. B.4, 35:37, 39:19)

An example of changed plans in Køge is the important exemption from the district

plan for Køge Kyst which the project obtained in 2014 (Køge Kyst, 2016). It allowed

for housing and commercial buildings at Søndre Havn, one of the project’s key areas.

In February 2016 the construction work began as the very first building work in the
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area. In Olsson’s framework Toftholm, as representative of the project owner, could

be expected to be positive towards flexibility, but what Toftholm rather seems to

embrace are the circumstances of his work. It is required of him to make new plans

if politicians believe that old plans have become obsolete. This is not the same as

planning for flexibility. Rather it calls to mind the rational planning ideology, where

new plans are made when the desired goals are changed or not obtained at all. This

approach of not planning for flexibility assumes that the project management will not

need to make adjustments and therefore calls for stable environments, as figure 4.1

illustrates. However, projects of urban development that focus on sustainability do

not provide stable environments. Requirements, technology, citizens, and politics are

constantly evolving. Toftholm also described how plans often change. The concept of

genre points to certain codes of behaviour, and likewise, Toftholm is expected to follow

the directions set out by Køge’s politicians and local authorities, and not to favour

one political conviction over the other. This requires him to change plans whenever

it is important for the local authorities to make their individual mark, and it also

requires him to work in accordance with the political system of plans, exemptions,

public hearings, etc. This is expressed through his quote above.

Nonetheless Køge municipality has like many other municipalities implemented some

flexibility in the form of involvement of citizens in some of the phases of urban plan-

ning, described Toftholm:

“I’m really keen on the thing about public involvement. So we spend a lot

of time on this – not enough, but a lot [...] [W]e’ve held some workshops,

some urban walks that involves the citizens [...] We’ve held after-work

meetings, weekend meetings, and all sorts of different meetings. I think

it’s really cool, because we learn. God, it would be boring if we as planners

thought that we knew everything there is to know.” (App. B.4, 26:07)

In Toftholm’s statement, ‘we’ refers to both his own work and the work of planning

colleagues, and as such his statement reveals a polyphony of multiple voices which he

is expected to represent as head of planning, just as the concept of genre tells us. What

Toftholm referred to is an essential part of the communicative planning ideology which

emerged in the 1990s with a critique of the rational planning paradigm (Jensen et al.,
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2007, p.34). The communicative planning ideology argues that political decisions are

no longer only made in local councils, but also in a range of fora where citizens, NGOs

and businesses influence policy making. This has increased the focus on mediation and

communication between the public and private actors. As such, the communicative

planning ideology should to a larger extend activate the potentials of citizens taking

co-responsibility for the development of their city (Jensen et al., 2007). According to

Olsson, users tend to advocate for flexibility not only in the initial planning phases, but

throughout the project, because this is a way of influencing the final product (Olsson,

2006, p.73). Toftholm did not specify whether the municipality plans on involving

the citizens throughout the project, and in this way whether he plans for flexibility

throughout the process or merely in isolated instances like the citizens’ meetings.

Olsson specifically mentions that also projects that need to make premature decisions

for political reasons need to incorporate flexibility into their project management

(Olsson, 2006, p.73). The disadvantage of this, seen from the political level, is that

it can be difficult to gather support for an idea which may be constantly changing

because of user involvement. Yet as head of planning, Toftholm is assumed to focus

both on sustainability and citizens involvement, which he confirms in the above quote.

As a result, he embraces public participation, hearings, and the following changes.

However, this is not the same as flexibility in Olsson’s framework.

In the same way as Hansen’s approach to sustainability planning forms a genre of prac-

tice, also Toftholm and Køge municipality can be said to constitute a genre of practice

which both coincide with and depart from Hansen’s and Rambøll’s practice. As theory

described, many municipalities still practice a rational planning form, which is also

seems present in Køge’s approach. However, Køge has modernised and democratised

its approach by letting citizens involvement become a part of its practice. It is now

expected practice that municipal planners make room for public hearings, workshops,

and other forms of involvement of citizens, like Toftholm described.

The analysis above illustrates contradictions in the way the two planners approach

sustainability work. There is a contradiction in that Hansen calls for more flexibility

while his own company contributes to inflexibility in the sense that the company fol-

lows the fixed plans that a client lies out unless the budget is increased, as described
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previously. Also, there is a contradiction in that Toftholm describes a planning prac-

tice that could be characterised as rational contingency planning while he at the same

time promotes flexibility in the form of including citizens into the planning process.

On an overall note it can be said that there is a tension between Rambøll’s call for

flexibility and the municipality’s seeming disregard for planning for flexibility, except

from the occasional citizens’ meetings. Neither at Rambøll nor in Køge practices

seem to be consistent, and moreover the two planners describe different approaches

to planning that may seem difficult to bridge in practice. However, there are areas

of overlap and convergence when both the planners envision a degree of flexibility in

process or product. The genres of practice of the different planners can be said to

create a ‘skeleton’ of expectations that they can relate and respond to. It creates

order in what seems to be contradictory practices. The planners know what to expect

from each other and from the different organisations they represent. The planners

represent the institutionalised collaboration and relationship of dependency between

the different organisations – Køge needs advisers, consultancies needs clients. They

are hereby incited to accommodate to each others’ practices in order to be able to

work together. As such the genres come to overlap and create coherence despite het-

eroglossia, and the concept of genre thereby provides a framework for understanding

how it is possible to work with sustainability despite diverse practices.

4.2 Time perspectives

When I discussed with the planners how they work with sustainability and how they

perceive their collaborators’ work, I encountered another contradiction, namely that

the planners have different approaches to time perspectives in their planning. Al-

though the planners recognise that long-term thinking and planning for the future’s

sustainability is desired, often what is practised supports a shorter-term thinking

which focuses on the needs and desires of here and now. On the basis of this, the

chapter investigates how the dialogic concept of the chronotope may bring order in

what seems to be contradictory relationship between long-term and short-term think-

ing. In this context I propose that planning for sustainability can be seen as being a

process which is constituted by past, present, and future practices.
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Professor Stephen Wheeler proposes that sustainability planning differs from other

types of planning i.a. by having long-term approach to decision-making (Wheeler,

2013, p.41). Working with sustainability, Wheeler writes, implies seeking to bring

about societies and cities that will sustain long into the future. Much planning goes on

within local governments which tend to operate from a relatively short-term and small-

scale perspective. Apart from the ideological reasons for being engaged in politics,

politicians’ overall objectives must be assumed to be to meet the desires of the citizens

and become re-elected, as Toftholm describes below. Therefore their focus is on the

four-year election term. Often, planning documents also have a relatively short 5-20

year time horizon, and moreover, traditional cost-benefit analyses for infrastructure

or urban development projects are incapable of looking more than 20-30 years into the

future. These are some of the reasons that reinforce a short-term perspective within

municipalities’ urban planning (Wheeler, 2013, p.42).

However, a much longer perspective is needed when planning for sustainability, Wheeler

states. As the Brundtland Report says, we need to consider not only our own im-

mediate future, but also the future of the coming generations. Hence a 50-100 years

perspective is needed, Wheeler writes (Wheeler, 2013, pp.42,66). This implies a high

degree of flexibility both within decision-processes and product, since it is impossible

to know what the future city will need from e.g. buildings and infrastructure.

In 2013 there were local elections for the district councils of Denmark. Following the

elections, the Køge Kyst board replaced one of its members because of a changed

political situation in Køge (Køge Kyst Board, 2013). Thereby the local political

situation is of direct importance to the project, and politicians have the possibility

of having a significant impact on the decisions made in the project. In 2017/2018

there will once again be elections and the board may be directly affected by this, in

addition to the general changes in the political priorities of the municipal council of

Køge. When I discussed this variability of the political situation in Køge with Casper

Toftholm, he described the challenge of having different time perspectives:

“I have to focus not just on the coming four years – the election term. I

have to make it work for many, many years. [...] There is a dualism.

The politicians want to be re-elected. They have to try to make the public
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like them. That’s not our purpose. [...] [W]e must remember that the

politicians are very aware that they are only there in a very short time -

four years is a very short time when we’re talking about urban development.

And that is, by the way, also a challenge. A project like Køge Kyst goes on

for 20-25 years, that is quite a lot of election periods.” (App.B.4, 40:43)

As Wheeler predicts, Toftholm experiences that politicians tend to have a short-term

perspective on planning and focus on making an impact within the election term.

This affects not only the visions but also the project budgeting, described Toftholm,

and Køge Kyst has to have a budget for short-term sub-projects like the new cinema

or sports centre which is currently being build in Køge. They thereby signal to the

citizens that the overall project is progressing for their benefit (App B.4, 43:04). On

the other hand, Toftholm as planner have a long-term perspective since his job includes

predicting what will be considered sustainable and desirable in Køge in the future.

As the concept of chronotopes can help us understand the connectedness of a phe-

nomenon in relation to its time and space, Toftholm touches upon how his planning

for sustainability is influenced by different perceptions of what is important – the

current and the future notions of what is sustainable and good for Køge. Toftholm

sees a contradiction in how planning for sustainability is perceived by politicians and

planners both now and in the future. In this sense a contradiction – or dialogue –

arises between planning for ‘here and now’ and ‘there and then’. What Toftholm’s

quotes describe is that planning for sustainability takes account of both current and

future sustainability. It can be argued that the notion of what is sustainable is then

a construction affected by the notion of what used to be considered sustainable, what

is currently considered sustainable, and what will be considered sustainable in the fu-

ture. The notion of sustainability is thereby created in a social construction between

past, current and future notions and desires. The references to the past notions of

sustainability will be described soon below.

According to Porter and Kramer (2011, pp.76-77) private companies face growing

competition and shorter-term performance pressure from shareholders. This has lead

companies to short-term thinking, they argue. When Hansen described that Rambøll
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will request additional budgets in order to incorporate supplementary sustainability

work, it shows that also Rambøll has a shorter-term perspective than recommended

by Wheeler. Porter and Kramer argue that “the key to unlocking the next wave of

business innovation and growth” lies in long-term thinking and creation of shared

value (CSV). Shared value is about creating value for both the company and the

society by addressing its needs and challenges (Kramer and Porter, 2011, p.64), and

hence it seems to fit well with the sustainability agenda. It implies broadening up

the scope of business and focusing on the broader, more long-term needs of society.

Companies should take the lead in bringing business and society back together, as they

write (Kramer and Porter, 2011, p.64). In practice, shared value refers to “policies and

operating practices that enhance the competitiveness of a company while simultaneously

advancing the economic and social conditions in the communities in which it operates.”

(Kramer and Porter, 2011, p.66). Value is hence defined not as personal values, nor

as ‘redistributed value’ which is often practised in CSR approaches, they state, but

simply as benefits relative to costs (Kramer and Porter, 2011, p.65). The challenge

is that businesses have until now only rarely approached societal issues from a value

perspective, but have instead treated them as a peripheral matter, obscuring the

connections between economic and social concerns (Kramer and Porter, 2011, p.66).

Despite the sometimes short-term view that Rambøll has on business, Søren Hansen

touched upon the idea of generating long-term value for the surrounding society

through projects. He described how he believes that the idea of seeing projects as

autonomous systems is inadequate:

“There are not many who talk about how a project can contribute to the

surrounding society. They talk about how the project can yield a profit to

the developer. [...] The project is an island, you could say. But no project

is an island, nor in a sustainability context is it an island, because it has

an impact on the surrounding society. There are not many who work with

this impact. If a project can be sustainably integrated in the surrounding

society it will yield even more value to the project [...] Yes, and make it

even more sustainable.” (App. B.2, 5:54)

Hansen’s approach to sustainability hence focus on the project as an integral part of
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the society, not as a standalone unity which does not affect the surroundings. He

believes that a projects of sustainability need to add something positive to the the

current situation in society, both to the environmental, economic, and social systems.

He is as such, on an overall level, aligned with Porter and Kramer’s CSV approach in

the sense that there is a focus on aligning the success of the company/project with

the success of the society. However, there are difficulties in applying a long-term

perspective in his daily work, he stated, in part because of Rambøll’s focus on the

specific task they have been given here and now, and in part because of the customers’

focus on economy and, especially, profits. Hansen said:

“A client always says “What’s in it for me? Which bonus will I see on the

bottom line if I invest something extra in sustainability?” ” (App. B.2,

9:45)

As such, also Rambøll’s clients tend to have a short-term, economic focus, and Hansen

added that municipalities are no different. The challenge of describing the long-term

value that he finds important is difficult, said Hansen, because they have no models or

specific evidence that the customer will gain additional value of considering additional

aspects of sustainability. This is one implication of the CSV approach that is criticised

by other scholars. Crane et al. (2014) criticise the CSV approach for ignoring the

tension between social and economic goals of companies, for instance in situations

where the company finds that it must choose between optimising one or the other.

The challenge of broadening the perspective to a longer-term view on what a project

can bring can be difficult to describe to clients, said Hansen. This is supported by

Crane et al. who state that there is no evidence that behaving more virtuously makes

firms more profitable (Vogel, 2005, as cited in Crane et al., 2014, p.136). Hence the

risk is that firms invest more in short-term solving of ‘easy problems’, thus failing to

attend to the more general sustainability issues (or complex problems, as Crane et

al. put it, p.137). Thus Crane et al. criticise the CSV concept for having a shallow

conception of the role of the company in the society. The problem is, they state,

that companies focus on isolated micro, firm-level behaviour which can be promoted

publicly as a win-win situation for the company and selected stakeholders instead of

focusing on solving broader societal issues of e.g. sustainability (Crane et al., 2014,
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p.140) (my emphasis).

While Crane et al. may be right in their critique, it can be difficult to assess the

impact of a project, and to what extend it serves the company more than the society

or vice versa, especially in projects concerning sustainability because of its ambiguity.

Thus, even though CSV risk leading to “islands of win-win projects in an ocean of

unsolved environmental and social conflicts” (Crane et al., 2014, p.139), it may be

difficult to decide which projects are good and which are inadequate. For instance

a decision was made in relation to Køge Kyst that the project should not include

single-family, detached housing areas but instead focus on apartments. In this sense

Køge Kyst could be described as unsustainable in its approach to diversity, since it

excludes for instance the families where two generations live side by side under the

same roof. On the other hand, looking upon Køge as as whole, there are many large

residential areas with this type of housing and as such Køge Kyst contributes to the

overall diversity of the city of Køge.

This touches upon an important point which dialogism accentuates, namely that sus-

tainability may mean different things in different contexts and at different times. The

concept of chronotopes describes that different historic periods and genres construct

and structure different versions of sustainability, and in this sense it can be said that

the meaning of sustainability evolve through time and space, just as all other so-

cial phenomena, dialogism would claim. When the planners talk about the different

time perspectives promoted by different groups (politicians, planners, citizens) and

the consequences for their sustainability planning they show an understanding of the

chageability of sustainability and the different meanings it holds to different groups.

Hence chronotopes (how sustainability is expressed by different people at different

times) and genre (the limitations of expectations for different people’s ways of per-

ceiving and working with sustainability) help the planners make sense of an otherwise

contradictory situation where there is a desire for long-term perspectives but a practice

of short-term perspectives.

Although it was not a main topic in the interviews, the planners all referred to their

past experiences with sustainability planning and the way it has evolved in their
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respective organisations. For instance Hansen referred to how Rambøll’s notion of

sustainability has evolved from the 1980’s traffic planning (App. B.2, 2:10), Kris-

tensen talked about the Gehl Achitects’ legacy dating back from the 1970s (App. B.3,

46:47), Møller mentioned that the project has increased its sustainability requirements

over a few years’ time (App. B.1, 52:08), and Toftholm described his own educational

background as reason for the practice of citizens involvement (App. B.4, 26:07). In

this way, as argued in the beginning of this chapter and in chapter 2, planning for sus-

tainability can be seen as a dialogue between past, present, and future sustainability,

in which the planners’ notions of, and their practices of, sustainability is created:

1. the past: the planners’ own past practices, their institutions’ past practices (to
be further described below)

2. the present: the short-term perspectives and notions of what is sustainable here
and now - for instance the planning for the cinema and sports centre to be build
in Køge within few years

3. the future: the long-term perspectives and notions of what will be considered
sustainable in the future - for instance the planning for flexible use of finished
buildings in Køge Kyst

The dialogic, holistic perspective is evident when perceiving sustainability as some-

thing part of a greater whole that is influenced by different times and places. For the

planners this means that their notions interact with past, present, and future notions

that are not only created by themselves but also by other planners and other agenda-

setting institutions such as the UN or the local governments. In this way they affect

each other’s notions of sustainability, and their practices align even though they may

not be aware of the process. Hence, the concept of chronotopes can explain how the

planners are able to carry through with projects of sustainable development despite

diverse practices.

In order to answer the second sub-question of how different planners work with

sustainability the above paragraphs presented two main fields of tension within the

sphere of planning for sustainability, namely the question of flexibility and the tensions

between long-term and short-term thinking. The analysis showed that the different

planners each highlight their own agendas, and that they have different realities which
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they relate to. Although planners practice different ways of working with sustain-

ability in their everyday work, the concepts of chronotopes brings meaning to these

contradictions by showing that planning practices are created in a dialogue between

past, present, and future practices. The concept of genre describes the different ways

of practice, and explains how planners are incited to accommodate to each others’

practices in order to be able to work together. In this way the paragraphs above illus-

trate how dialogism can bring order in what seems to be contradictory practices and

contribute to an understanding of why planners are able to work with the ambiguous

concept of sustainability despite contradictions of practices.

The following paragraph goes into depth with the argument presented in section 2.2.4,

namely that the concept of sustainability can be seen as carnivalesque in the sense

that it gathers and makes sense of a long range of diverse perceptions, approaches and

practices.

4.3 The ‘carnival’ of sustainability

Chapter 3 and 4 has investigated what planners understand by the concept of sustain-

ability and how they work with it. They have shown that sustainability is a concept

that is constructed by multiple voices and which contains a range of various genres

of perceptions and practices which both overlap and diverge. They have also shown

that the different genres are constructed by past, present, and future practices which

interact in a dialogic relationship that allows the planners to understand and interpret

each other’s perspectives and approaches to sustainability planning. These are some

of the factors that are enabling planners to work with this very ambiguous, change-

able concept of sustainability. These findings are fundamental for the argument that

sustainability can be seen as an overarching umbrella term that contains all these dif-

ferent versions and approaches. This paragraph will hence seek to sum up the two past

chapters and answer the overall research question of why urban planners are able to

carry out projects of sustainable development despite the ambiguity of sustainability.

Bakhtin describes how the concept of ‘carnivalesque’ accentuates disorder and frag-

mentation – not in the sense that carnivalesque equals disorder but in the sense that
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it creates a framework by which we can understand it. As described in chapter 2,

the carnivalesque describes phenomena that are difficult to control, multi-voiced and

multi-languaged, as is sustainability. Dialogism implies a holistic understanding of so-

cial manifestations in relation to their contexts and circumstances, and heteroglossia

underlines that all voices are equal, and, in general, no meaning is elevated as better

or more right than another. Yet genres tell us that some meanings are considered

more right in some contexts than others. In the same way, the ambiguous concept

of sustainability allows even opposite meanings to exist side by side under the term

‘sustainability’. But not everything would be considered sustainable in Køge. Hence

the planners have interpreted sustainability and reached a negotiated meaning about

what makes sense in relation to the specific city and project. It consists of both main-

stream definitions and added interpretations. Likewise, in a carnival, mainstream

cultures and alternative cultures exist side by side. There would be no carnival with-

out the presence of both. After all, what is a carnival without the celebration of the

alternative, and what is it without the mainstream everyday life to protest against?

In addition, what is now perceived as alternative, or subculture, may one day itself

become mainstream while other alternative cultures will develop in opposition.

In relation to sustainability this can be exemplified by the existence of different main-

stream definitions (used by world-wide organisations like the UN, EU, NATO, etc.)

provided by e.g. the Brundtland Report and the Rio Summit that exist side by side

with alternative versions developed by different companies and individuals in different

countries and cities, like it was shown in the preceding chapters. The social construc-

tion of the concept of sustainability is an ongoing, dialogic process, hence the concept

will continue to develop in the future. It is not for this thesis to predict how, but

at some point it is likely that what used to be alternative versions of sustainability

become part of the mainstream definition. This has already happened in practice

for instance when the Agenda 218 added a fourth dimension to the concept of sus-

tainability, namely ‘culture’ (UCLG, 2011). Previously this had not been part of

the mainstream definition, but it evolved out of a growing focus on empowerment of

citizens and democratisation, as also touched upon previously in this chapter. The
8Agenda 21 was the result of the 1992 Rio Summit which contains concrete action points to

implementing sustainability.
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planners from Køge, Rambøll and Gehl Architects all have their interpretations of sus-

tainability which are based upon both mainstream definitions and alternative elements

which they find important in their specific context.

On the surface, the multitude of different elements and considerations (as presented

in chapter 3 and app. A seem chaotic and contributing to the ambiguity of the

concept. The planners respond by working creatively and ad hoc with sustainability,

and by accepting that their notions are merely interpretations on an equal foot with

other interpretations. The ambiguous property of sustainability allows for their many

interpretations to exist simultaneously under the same umbrella term of sustainability,

as in a carnival of different interpretations and realities. Genre, however, tells us that

some interpretations may be more accepted in some contexts than in others. In this

way, genres functions as guidelines to what can be expected from planners. As chapter

3 showed, this is one of the factors than provide order and meaning in the multiplicity

of meanings and interpretations.

Just as the concept of carnival accentuates the cyclical understanding of the devel-

opment of human life and history, the concept of sustainability is open-ended in its

constant redevelopment of new insights and practices. Working with sustainability

implies also a cyclical understanding of human life in terms of a respect for the fact

that our actions today influence the world of tomorrow.

In a carnival, different cultures and subcultures are brought together in a common

celebration. Much in the same way, the frequent summits of e.g. the United Na-

tions Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) (recently met at COP21)

bring different voices, world views, and political opinions together, as does also the

accompanying public demonstrations with their creative and colourful celebration of

democracy and sustainability (or the lack thereof) (see figure 4.2).

To Bakhtin the carnival was a spectacle of unusual combinations of opposites, e.g.

the sacred and the profane, kingdom and pageantry, the great and the insignificant,

as described in chapter 2. In much the same way, the concept of sustainability allows

for very different, even opposite notions and definitions to fall under the umbrella
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Fig. 4.2: “Circus Clowns” & “We speak Earth” [Fotos: The Independent & Unknown]

term of sustainability. It could be argued that there are certain variations of sustain-

ability which are frowned upon by some (for instance Denmark’s Nature Preservation

Association may never accept Køge Kyst as sustainable since the project entails re-

placing meadow with buildings) but it only underlines the concept’s carnivalesque

property that it is able to include both these diverse notions. In this way, the car-

nivalesque property of sustainability enables planners to agree or disagree, to follow

similar or opposing frameworks and tools, and to adhere to mainstream definitions

or to creatively interpret sustainability in their own way. It will still fall within the

frame of sustainability because of the ambiguity of the concept. Dialogism enables

the understanding that there is not one version of sustainability which is more ‘true’

than others, but instead it is a negotiated, situated reality. Genre tells us that not

all things can pass as sustainable in any context, for instance the isolated event of

clearing meadow and forest in Køge Kyst. Yet when looking at the same situation in

a more holistic perspective it may pass as sustainable, for instance when thinking of

the clearing of meadow in favour of the building of a new, modern urban area to make

Køge grow and prosper. The ambiguity of the example illustrates how sustainability

is very much a dialogue or social construction, and that the concept can entail many

different interpretations.

The answer to the main research question can be summed up in the following way:

planners are able to carry out projects of sustainable urban developments because the
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concept of sustainability is of a ‘carnivalesque’ property which enables it to encompass

the different notions, perceptions, and practices of different planners. Sustainability

is hence a framework in which diverging opinions and practices are allowed. In this

way, the planners are able to have each their notions of what sustainability is, and

how it can be implemented. Moreover, planners are able to interpret and understand

each others’ perspectives and practices, and even adapt to each others’ ways. I hence

argue that the thesis has answered that main research question of why urban planners

are able to carry out projects of sustainable urban development when the notion of

sustainability is ambiguous.

Perhaps Bakhtin did not intend for the concept of carnivalesque to be used as it

is used here. At the time of his writings, the sustainability concept was still far from

being born so it is not easy to know whether dialogism has become stretched too far

in Bakhtin’s view. However, what is important is that I found that using dialogism

provides a framework of understanding which has proven meaningful and useful to

describe how it is possible that planners of urban development can work together

and plan for something which is ambiguous and complex as sustainability. A more

thorough reflection about the positive and negative consequences of using dialogism

will be presented in chapter 5.
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Chapter 5

Conclusion

This thesis has investigated the creative business process of urban planning through

a qualitative study including four planners of different professions who work with sus-

tainability planning and urban development. The aim of the thesis was to investigate

a real-life problem which theory had not addressed, namely why planners are able to

carry out projects of sustainable urban development despite the ambiguity of the key

concept of sustainability. Chapter 1 showed that sustainability can indeed be seen as

an ambiguous concept, and the empirical material of the thesis showed how this poses

a challenge to planning.

In order to answer the research question, the thesis applied theories concerning plan-

ning and sustainability, and in this way revealed the underlying tensions and coher-

ences between the four planners’ perspectives, approaches and practices. The dialogic

approach and the concepts of heteroglossia, polyphony, genre, chronotopes, and car-

nivalesque was used to make sense of ambiguity and complexity.

Chapter 3 investigated the first sub-question sounding What do different planners

understand by the concept of sustainability? It thus looked into the four planners’

different perspectives upon sustainability. It was found that planners have diverse

notions of sustainability. These build on both mainstream definitions and individual

interpretations which are both contradicting and overlapping. In addition, they are

influenced by their respective contexts in the form of the companies they work for.

The general perception is that tools tend to standardise and simplify sustainability

75



while paradoxically also requiring a vast amount of technical data, so in order to cope

with the ambiguity in their daily work, planners operate in an ad hoc way with the

sustainability concept, using creativity to respond to ambiguity and complexity. In

a dialogic perspective the different voices and practices of the planners contribute to

the ongoing social construction of the concept of sustainability.

The second part of the analysis (chapter 4) moved closer to the second sub-question

of this thesis which was: How do different planners work with sustainability?. The

chapter investigated a contradiction found in the empirical material concerning differ-

ent approaches to implementing sustainability. It showed that the while there may be

a desire for flexibility in process and product, it proves to be difficult to implement in

reality because of e.g. politics and economy. It was found that the different planners

form / are part of different genres of practice which both coincide with and depart

from each other. The genres create a framework of expectations that the planners can

relate and respond to, and as such they create order in what seems to be contradictory

planning practices.

Another contradictory circumstance was found in the planners’ different approaches

to the time-perspectives of planning. While the planners recognise that long-term

thinking and planning for the future is desired, often what is practised supports a

shorter-term thinking that focuses on needs and desires of here-and-now. It was found

that the contradictions between the planners’ different approaches can be brought

together by seeing sustainability planning as a process which is constituted by the

planners’ past, present and future notions and practices. In this way, the different

practices become part of a greater perspective concerning the ongoing construction of

sustainability.

Thus the answer to the second sub-question is that the planners work in very different

ways with the implementation of sustainability. They each highlight their own agendas

and they have different realities to relate to. Although planners practice different ways

of working with sustainability in their everyday work, the concepts of chronotopes

brings meaning to these contradictions by showing that planning practices are created

in a dialogue between past, present, and future practices. The concept of genre

describes the different ways of practice, and explains how planners are incited to
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accommodate to each others’ practices in order to work together.

The final argument of the thesis sums up the diversity of perceptions and approaches

found in the empirical material and answers the overall research question of why

planners are able to carry out projects of sustainable development when the notion of

sustainability is ambiguous. It proposes that the sustainability concept can be seen

as a carnivalesque framework that unifies the different perceptions and approaches

under one umbrella term. The carnivalesque expresses and gathers the disorder within

society and it enables us to understand that sustainaiblity functions as a framework

within which diverging opinions and practices are allowed. Together they produce a

carnival, a social construction of mainstream and alternative meanings and practices

that collectively constitute the concept of sustainability. In this way, the ambiguity

can be seen as a problem to planners as initially assumed, but in a dialogic perspectice

it can also be seen as an opportunity to interpret and adapt the phenomena into a

situated, negotiated meaning that is useful and meaningful to different planners and

projects. In relation to Køge Kyst it allows the project director and the municipal

planners to focus on the things that are of importance to Køge. For Rambøll and

Gehl Architects it means that they are able to focus on selling within their fields of

expertise, for instance the companies’ liveability services. However, the ambiguity still

challenges the urban planners in the sense that it results in a lack of tools to use for

implementing sustainability and a general concern for whether sustainability can be

sufficiently implemented.

In this thesis I have articulated an empirical problem within the field of management of

creative business processes, I have used theoretical and empirical material to address

the problem and shown how the method of dialogism can create a framework in which

to capture and understand the problem. In the next sections follows a critical review

of the research method and findings.

5.1 Discussion & Reflections

This thesis has investigated and answered the following research questions:

Why are planners able to carry out projects of sustainable urban develop-
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ment when the notion of sustainability is ambiguous?

• What do planners understand by the concept of sustainability?

• How do different planners work with sustainability?

By answering the research questions, the thesis offered a situated conclusion based

on the analysis of four different interviewees, and several other data sources from the

four institutions. With Køge as a focal point it showed the richness of sustainability

perspectives and approaches, and it highlighted the dynamics of managing sustain-

able development. The richness of information from the interviews gave rise to an

amount of topics that were beyond the scope of this thesis to address. Therefore I

have constantly reflected upon whether the chosen topics were representative of the

empirical material, and whether it would contribute in the best way to answering the

research questions. I chose to highlight certain perspectives which helped me answer

the research questions and which held relevance to my programme of study, the CBP

programme. Many other topics emerged during the interviews, for instance the mu-

nicipality’s sometimes problematic relation to the developers, the balancing of the

three sustainability dimensions, the economic priorities of different parties, and the

influence of the municipality’s location and population on its opportunities to develop

and grow. My voice as narrator of the thesis is especially visible in these choices

which have a considerable influence of the outcome and conclusions. Had I chosen

to focus on these other topics, the outcome would have been different. The topics

themselves form interesting cases to investigate in the future, since they may describe

other elements of the planners work which have not been revealed before, and which

could make us even more knowledgeable about how planners are able to work with

this debatable concept of sustainability. Especially the topic of creative responses to

complex problems would be interesting for future researchers to address, especially

within the field of Management of Creative Business Processes.

The choice of including four very different planners instead of focusing on a single

case study of Køge Kyst had the implication that I was not able to go as much into

depth with Køge as a single case study would have offered. Possibly, this lead to a

lower level of information on Køge Kyst, but what the thesis gained from including

four unrelated planners brought a richness to the analysis which a single case study
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could not have provided. Moreover, a dialogic approach entails in-depth studies, and

it can as such be discussed how long an in-depth study should take. There is no

precise answer to this, but in relation to this thesis it can be said that possibly a more

longitudinal study could have revealed an interesting and more thorough account of

the chronotopes of sustainability planning.

On the basis of the above I argue that this thesis holds relevance to the researchers

and planners that are occupied with the creative business process of urban planning.

Ambiguity and complexity are present in many areas of creative business processes,

and so far there is nothing to indicate that it will not continue to be part of the

conditions that planners of sustainable urban developments work under.

5.1.1 Consequences of the dialogic approach

In chapter 2 I outlined the implications of using the dialogic approach, and hence

showed four main implications: researcher’s bias; holism; socially constructed in-

terviews; and the possibility of multiple interpretations. Throughout the research

process and the written thesis I have sought to be aware of the influences that I as

the researcher exert over the research situation and not least the interviewees. I have

reflected upon my personal motivation, the research process, and my own voice as

the decision-maker of the ‘world-of-the-text’. When it comes to the interviews, it was

important for me to keep a conscious open mind towards the real world of the indi-

vidual interviewees. They were inevitably influenced by me as a researcher, and have

possibly also attempted to control and narrate what I would later write about them

and their companies. The social construction of the phenomena of sustainability and

planning does not only include the four planners, it also includes me as the narrator of

this thesis. Throughout the thesis I have acknowledging my biases as researcher, and

clarified theoretical and methodological strengths and weaknesses, and I have included

various data sources. These has been important parts of making the thesis transparent

and making its findings trustworthy and reliable. As already mentioned, the thesis

does not attempt to provide results that can be repeated, but instead to bring forth

a situation specific, negotiated meaning, which can shed light on the management of

the creative business process of urban planning.
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The methodological implication of holism is both a challenge and a liberation for this

thesis. Challenging because there will always be additional perspectives and tensions

which have not been covered that could have lead the analysis in another direction, as

also touched upon above. It is also a liberation in the sense that it allows, or forces,

the researcher to make conscious choices about what to include, and reflect upon the

consequences, just as it is appropriate for a thesis, and as I have shown throughout

the study.

Dialogism is not a paradigm in itself and hence it posed a challenge to me to make

space in the thesis for situating it in relation to the different paradigms that dialogism

draws upon. Direct references to related paradigms such as social constructivism and

systems theory are scarce. However, an account of the similarities and differences could

fill out a whole thesis in itself only concerned with philosophy of science. At some

points I have felt that these perspectives have been missing, but I have also realised

that it would have required a much longer methodology section than would have been

appropriate for this thesis. Another reflection of mine is that perhaps the dialogic

approach has been stretched too far. Different researchers have used the concept for

different purposes, and I would argue that also this thesis used it for a purpose that

produced useful knowledge that enable us to better understand and master the world

we live in, as described in chapter 2. Hence the dialogic approach has demonstrated to

be useful, offering a structured approach for investigating complexity and ambiguity.

The findings of the thesis are, as described, not generalisable, and can hence not be

expected to be transferred directly to other planners or projects. Yet they provide

valuable insights for researchers and planners that work with managing sustainable

urban developments, and not at least to researchers that seek empirical studies that

draw upon the dialogic approach. It can also provide encouragement to managers of

any other creative business process who find their perspectives and practices to be

embedded in a complex world of tensions and ambiguities, and incite them to look

upon these as possibilities for creativity and interpretations, instead of overwhelming

challenges.
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Appendix A

Perceptions of sustainability

Perceptions of sustainability (abbreviation: S)
Ini-
tials

Technical consensus Ethical consensus

JM •We have a 14 pages chapter named S
Strategy, which is about how we perceive
the concept of S. We split it into three cat-
egories of social, environmental and eco-
nomic S. Especially the part about the en-
vironment we break down into a range of
different categories [13.55]
•Our point is that a S city is more than S
buildings, it is also about transport (how
much are people cycling, driving or using
public transportation) and behaviour (are
we succeeding with making people sort their
waste) [...] [17.52]
•Some may call our interpretation [of ’social
S’] a little primitive because we have cho-
sen to focus on some elements while there
may be lots of other elements we could have
chosen. But what is central to us is that a
socially S city is one that encompass a lot
of different functions. It shouldn’t be con-
fined to housing but should contain a mix of
housing, business, public services and cul-
tural institutions of different kinds, and the
layout of the outdoor areas should advance
possibilities for the community. [24.12]

•[The private developers] make space for
underground parking facilities which have
an influence on [...] whether or not we in-
vite people to have several cars [22.58]
•The perspective of social S could be ques-
tioned, because what about all the peo-
ple who would like to live in single-family
houses they cannot reside in Køge Kyst -
isn’t that a weakness? [...] Of course we
cannot offer everything, but we can offer
something that Køge municipality does not
have much of elsewhere [30.28]
•Ideally I would like that we could have a
mix of owner-occupied and council apart-
ments within the same block [42.50]
•This question of measuring is also about
whether you believe that everything has a
technical solution, or instead recognise that
you can incorporate behaviour and lifestyle
even when it comes to a relatively technical
area like heating [55.56]
•The main balance lies in between the at-
tention to sustainability and urban quality
which is part of our vision on one side, and
the roaring daily reality on the other [44.03]

continued next page

Table A.1: Perceptions of sustainability
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Perceptions of sustainability (abbreviation: S) (continued)
Ini-
tials

Technical consensus Ethical consensus

JM
(2)

•For us, when we talk about housing, social
S is about the diversity of residents [26.30]
•I don’t think you can measure all di-
mensions of sustainability, but I think you
can measure certain things and I think we
should do so [...] and then be open to the
fact that there are some parts of S that seem
quite technical which do not need a purely
technical solution [53.47]
•In the start-up phase we’ve been gentle
with some of the S requirements, but now
we’re tightening the screws a little. So it’s
also decided by circumstances [52.11]

–

CT •You’ve already mentioned the three di-
mensions [in the e-mail correspondence].
The economic, environmental and social.
That’s fairly right, I think. [19.17]
•[S] is situational oriented [...] Then there
are some places where the law requires more
attention to S - or rather: less environmen-
tal impact [22.35]
•According to law [S] is sometimes a lot
about technique. Agenda 21 [...] defined S
in relation to biodiversity and involvement
of the general public, and all these things
[25.06]
•I think that ’environment’ should also be
interpreted as something that is also about
a good urban environment. Social S. That’s
how I think you could describe it [20.11]

•Playing ball needs more space than one
meter of walkway. This means that there’s
something else that you then cannot do.
For instance less revenue on the short term,
because buildings are smaller. In return we
get higher urban quality, and people want
to spend time there, and this gives social S
[50.51]
•If it doesn’t hold value to the ones who are
using it then it’s completely uninteresting
[28.35]
•Working with culture, meeting places and
all the things they’re doing. That’s also S
[21.41]

continued next page
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Perceptions of sustainability (abbreviation: S) (continued)
Ini-
tials

Technical consensus Ethical consensus

SH •[Our interpretation is] very technical.
Very much about what is measurable and
technically definable. [...] The social ele-
ment is really difficult to grasp. Almost no
one include the economic element of S [5.10]
•Rambøll is working on expanding our un-
derstanding of S, and we are doing this by
working with liveability. We’ve done it by
defining a lot of parameters which you can
measure [7.30]
•S is a tool, an instrument we can use [...]
in connection to the liveability of the city
[8.20]
•A client always says “What’s in it for me -
which bonus will I see on my bottom line if I
invest something extra in S.?” [9.43][...] it’s
the measurability that clients are focusing
on. Evidence and measurability [11.38]
•If you see Ørestad in connection to Cph.,
this was the enabler that made it possible
to build the harbour bath and that we got
the chance of making the Cph. city centre
so nice that Cph. has been awarded Green
Capital 2014. So in this context it’s sud-
denly very S [29.00].
•We see S as a tool for ensuring that we
achieve e.g. energy utilisation, that build-
ings to not cast shadow on each other, and
all these things that are part of the S pa-
rameters [21.15]
•If there’s noting in it for the investor then
[the project] isn’t S [...] It’s fairly concrete,
but it can be many things: money, surplus,
publicity.[13.20]
•Our interpretation is not good enough at
looking at the things that are difficult to
measure, for instance the social [4.56]

•There aren’t many who talk how a project
can contribute to the surrounding society
[5.54]
•If a project can be sustainably integrated
into the society it will yield even more value
to the project.
•Liveability is the ultimate goal [...] Live-
ability is about the well-being of people
[8.10]
•[Y]ou can build S cities that also has the
downside that they are not liveable or hab-
itable because you’ve forgotten to include
the people in the calculation [19.10]

continued next page
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Perceptions of sustainability (abbreviation: S)
Ini-
tials

Technical consensus Ethical consensus

EK •For me, good places to live, work and have
fun, that creates a high level of S in itself,
just because one avoids a lot of time spend
on transportation, one can cycle and use
the public transportation much more [3.39]
•[P]eople having more time in their every-
day lives - that’s also a kind of liveability
which is also super S. You Spend 15 min.
on transport to and from work instead of
1.5 hrs. [7.30]
•In relation to density, which is a big part
of acting S in an intelligent way, there are
lots of different things we can do. It doesn’t
have to be 40 floor towers[27.24]
•We count, measure and weight, so to
speak. That’s our DNA [...] It’s about mea-
suring the impact - the consequence of what
you’re doing [51.40]
•The changed use [of an urban area] is in
principle one of the best evidence based
criteria for the liveability-sustainability
[52.34].
•Our notion of S is tied to this notion of
impact. If we can measure it then we have
a success. [56.30]
•That’s just our very narrow notion of S.
Because the way we see liveability or quality
of life deals a lot with how you move around
in, and use, the city. [55.41]
•We often experience that it’s a form of hi-
erarchy of needs, where you have the tech-
nical things at the bottom and then quality
of life and liveability are whipped cream on
the top [40.00]

•[...][W]hat happens to the inflow of sun-
light when you build 30 floors? You com-
pletely destroy the coast that would oth-
erwise be the absolute main asset and the
biggest quality. That is in fact unsustain-
able. [10.30]
•We have a relatively ideological starting
point in the sense that we come from Jan’s
books [14.15]
•We are relatively pragmatic but we have
an ideological basis that pushes us in a cer-
tain direction [15.31]
•[I]n a way it’s common sense that we
shouldn’t ruin the qualities that we already
have [40.50]

continued next page
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Appendix C

List of seminars attended

1. Circular Economy Policy Making - Insights from Europe and Denmark. World-

watch Institute Europe (15th September 2015)

2. COWI Inspirational meeting about population growth/ decline, housing and

settlement. COWI (8th October 2015)

3. Urban Sustainability in Copenhagen - Sustainability and Liveability. Oikos

Academy (20th October 2015)

4. Urban Sustainability in Copenhagen - DGNB Framework. Oikos Academy (18th

October 2015)

5. Lectures and panel debate about the sustainable cities of the future. Copen-

hagen Landscape Lectures / The Research Group for Landscape Architecture

and Landscape Urbanism (2nd December 2015)
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