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Abstract	
Rapid environmental degradation and consumption of natural resources is a growing global concern, 
leading to the awareness that environmental sustainability is a critical new strategic objective. 
Municipalities are important actors when it comes to energy efficiency and improve environmental 
sustainability. One important tool to promote this work is implementing a local energy and/or climate 
strategy. How such local strategies are and could be designed in order to make a difference and 
promote sustainable energy solutions will be in focus for this paper. In order to promote strategic 
energy work at the local level, the, Swedish Energy Agency initiated a program called Sustainable 
Municipalities. As a part of this program participating municipalities were mandated to develop local 
energy and climate strategies.  

This paper aims at creating a general overview of approaches to, and uses of, local energy strategies 
among the participants in the Sustainable Municipalities program. This overview includes: analyzes of 
whether energy plans or strategies are present, which issues these plans address, what actors that are 
included, and whether follow-up is pursued.  

We will elucidate local energy strategies from a management perspective, and discuss if and how the 
composition of actors influence suggested goals and measures, if there were plans for implementation 
and follow-ups. Our theoretical ambitions are to integrate theories on how to manage an efficient 
energy strategic planning and on how to achieve successful stakeholder participation. This in order to 
discuss weaknesses and strengths in existing municipal energy planning practices and how to improve 
energy planning in relation to those theories.  

Document studies and structured telephone interviews with representatives from 60 municipalities 
were used to collect data. Around 75 percent of the municipalities in the study had adopted local 
energy strategies. This figure is surprisingly low; given that participation in the sustainable 
Municipalities program required energy strategies. In general, processes to develop a strategy included 
different parts of the municipality, and resulted in concrete measures. There were no correlations 
between included actors, and measures suggested and themes in the strategies. Most commonly 
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occurring were strategies related to public buildings and other buildings owned by municipality owned 
companies. The most commonly suggested measures were related to transports. Almost all 
respondents claimed that they performed follow-ups and that this was planned for already in the set-up 
phase.  

Ten out of sixty respondents, who mainly were managers or strategists, meant that they were they 
alone were the main driving actors in strategic energy issues.  

The studied municipalities had not adopted energy plans or strategies to a higher degree compared to 
other Swedish municipalities. Cooperation is often broad within the municipalities but limited when it 
comes to external actors. The content of the energy plans do not always reflect the content of the 
measures and goals. The rather limited participation in the process could affect the impact and 
legitimacy of the strategies in the organizations. 
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1. Introduction	
Rapid environmental degradation and consumption of natural resources is a growing global concern, 
leading to the awareness that environmental sustainability is a critical new strategic objective. 
Municipalities are important actors when it comes to energy efficiency and improve environmental 
sustainability (UN, 1992) and become key actors in areas such as energy planning, energy advisory 
activities, Agenda 21 activities, and fighting climate change (Aall et al, 2007; Baker and Eckerberg, 
2007; Betsill and Bulkeley, 2007; Ivner, 2009; Nilsson and Mårtensson, 2003; Palm, 2006). The 
current development suggests that the importance of local authorities in the transition towards 
sustainable energy systems will not decrease, and that there will still be a need to formulate energy-
plans and/or strategies. But to avoid the risk of producing yet another weak paper product, local 
authorities will need to adopt new working strategies that include a Plan, D, Study, Act approach 
(Demming 1982) combined with a participative approach including stakeholder that can take part in 
realising local energy-plans. This means that there is a need to provide political support and guidance 
to enable local authorities to use traditional forms of authority as well as to work in partnership with 
other actors (Bulkeley and Kern 2006). 

In Sweden one important tool to promote environmental sustainability is implementing a local energy 
and/or climate strategy. In order to promote strategic energy work at the local level, the, Swedish 
Energy Agency initiated a program called Sustainable Municipalities. As a part of this program 
participating municipalities were mandated to develop local energy and climate strategies. How these 
municipalities have designed their strategy and the planning process will be our empirical focus.  

Our theoretical ambitions are to integrate theories on how to manage an efficient energy strategic 
planning and on how to achieve successful stakeholder participation. This in order to discuss 
weaknesses and strengths in existing municipal energy planning practices and how to improve energy 
planning in relation to those theories.  

This paper also gives a general overview of approaches to, and uses of, local energy strategies among 
municipalities participating in the Sustainable Municipalities program. This overview is based on 
results from a questionnaire covering questions on whether energy plans or strategies are present, 
which issues these plans address, what actors that are included, and whether follow-up is pursued.  

1.2	Municipal	energy	planning	in	Sweden	
In Sweden municipal energy planning is governed by the Planning and Building Act (PBA) of 2010 
and the Law on Municipal Energy Planning (SFS 1977:439) with later revisions. According to PBA, 
stakeholder participation is required to improve the basis of decisions, create transparency in the 
decision process, and allow stakeholders to influence decisions. The aims of stakeholder participation, 
as stated in PBA, are to foster better planning, increase efficiency, and create legitimacy for planning 
by increasing citizen confidence in planners and the planning process. 

The Law on Municipal Energy Planning urges cooperation between municipalities, large stakeholders 
(e.g., industries that require large amounts of energy), and companies producing energy (SFS 
1977:439). The law on Municipal Energy Planning is however rather weak in its implementation and 
in practice the law means that municipalities are encouraged, rather than obliged, to produce an energy 
plan. Therefore municipal energy plans differ greatly in comprehensiveness, age, environmental 
impact, and implementation (Ivner, 2009b).  



In the late 1990s and early 2000s the Swedish government launched several investment programs 
aimed at stimulating local projects to reduce climate impact (see e.g. Swedish EPA, 2012). In the 
application procedure municipalities were encouraged to produce local climate strategies. Since the 
contents of such strategies and municipal energy plans to great extent overlap when it comes to the 
transition towards renewable energy and efficient energy use, many municipalities have chosen to 
combine their local energy plans and climate strategies. In this study we include all kinds of strategic 
documents with aim to change energy production and use at the local level, therefore municipal energy 
plans as well as climate strategies and combined documents are included. The notion of such 
documents varies, but for simplicity we have chosen to use the term energy strategies in this paper. 

2. Management	and	participation	in	energy	planning	
In this paper we are interested in revealing and reflecting on which actors that are involved in the 
process of developing local energy strategies and whether there are any correlations between actors 
involved and scope of the strategies. Even if the results from this study are limited to the above 
mentioned issues, we are also interested in reflecting on the influence of the actors in the processes to 
develop, implement and follow up the strategic energy work in order to promote continuity. The 
discussions and reflections in this paper are therefore based on theories related to environmental 
management and participation. 

The strategic energy work in the Swedish municipalities has a basic technical or formal goal and that 
is to develop a strategy document. This document is then to be implemented in the municipality. To 
produce local energy strategies is a way for local authorities to manage local energy systems. The 
energy strategy is used to clarify, prioritize and suggest measures connected to the local authority’s 
fields of responsibility and activity within the energy system. The potentials of energy-plans have been 
highlighted in a number of studies (Jaccard et al 1997; Butera 1998; Anderson and Doig 200; Jank 
2000). Historically there have however been debates about the effectiveness of producing such 
documents, for example because many of the factors influencing the energy system lie beyond the 
reach of local authorities (Guy and Marvin 1996; Olerup 2000, 2002; Palm 2004, 2006).  

One way to analyze the energy planning process is to relate it to the Deming cycle that includes the 
steps Plan, Do, Study (Check) Act. In this approach continual improvements is key (Deming, 1982). In 
the first step, the current situation is mapped where the (in the case of environmental management) the 
environmental performance is estimated, along with strengths, weaknesses and identification of areas 
for improvements (ISO, 2004). This constitutes the basis for developing a policy, targets and 
objectives. In the second step, the policy is converted into action supported by routines, delegation of 
responsibilities among the actors etc. In the study step consists, among other things, to evaluate 
whether the measures and actions are appropriate and whether the targets are relevant and if the plan 
or strategy operates as planned. In the last phase in the PDSA-cycle, the act step, the management 
reviews how the work is proceeding and decides on what to change in order to continually improve. 
This evaluation could be based on documentation from audits, the objectives and targets, the action 
plans and indicators. This is then reflected upon by top management, who decides on what actions that 
should be made in order to achieve continual improvements and to keep up the good work. In the case 
of environmental management in municipalities in general (Emilsson and Hjelm, 2005) and in local 
energy planning in particular (Ivner, 2009b), it has proven difficult to achieve a proper process where 
the plans actually are evaluated and followed up and where these evaluation has led to any changes 
and  improvement  actions.  Planning  is  often  seen  as  a  linear  process.  Is  it  possible  to  get  a  more  
effective and efficient energy strategy work if having a more systematic approach aiming at continual 



improvements? We will discuss the ongoing work with local climate and energy strategies in relation 
to this cycle. 

 

According to the Sustainable Municipality Program, local climate and energy strategies are to be 
developed by creating arenas and processes in which regional actors can meet and develop common 
strategies and goals. There are different perspectives on participation and participative processes. 
Sometimes participatory methods are justified with reference to the nature of democracy, as a way to 
empower citizens and stakeholders. In this democratic perspective the participatory process is a goal in 
itself (van Asselt Marjolein and Rijkens-Klomp 2002). Another participation strategy is to expand the 
range of voices of those affected by a given decision that is heard in the decision-making process. 
Policy-driven participation seeks to include those affected by a policy in the process. It also concerns 
the partial transfer of power from decision-makers to participants and creating a transparent process 
that exposes how decisions and policies are made (Bishop and Davis, 2002; Rowe and Frewer, 2000). 
Politicians and public officials strive for public involvement both to achieve greater acceptance for 
their decisions and to reach better decisions. The quality of a decision can be improved by having 
more minds examine an issue. Stakeholder involvement provides opportunities to frame an issue in a 
broader context by bringing in more views, leading to a more innovative decision process (Bayley and 
French, 2008). Here participation is part of a decision-support process, rather than a way to organize 
the decision-making process itself (Ivner et al forthcoming).  

In other contexts participation is a way to enhance learning. The idea is a collective process that 
creates relationships, insight, coordinated action, and social change through learning (Collins and Ison, 
2006; Schiller, 2009). From this perspective, learning occurs through collective engagement with 
others and has cognitive and normative dimensions. During the process, actors learn about the roles, 
relationships, and rationale of the other stakeholders (Collins and Ison, 2006; Ljung, 2010). For social 
learning to be legitimate, various normative standpoints must be respected and all participants 
perceived as having equal legitimate voices (Cundill and Fabricius, 2009; Polk and Knutsson, 2008). 

When it comes to Swedish municipalities preparing energy-plans stakeholder participation is much 
related to the municipality’s limited power over most parts of the local energy system. This means that 
the municipality has to cooperate with other actors if the plan shall be implemented. If these actors are 
involved in the energy energy-planning process they will be part of a process of sharing and 
developing knowledge, which in turn facilitates building capacity for action. Stakeholder participation 
will then be a means to identify wider public concerns, share experiences and knowledge and develop 
mutual knowledge concerning shared problems and complex processes (Dryzek 1990; Benhabib 1996; 
Gutmann and Thomson 2004). Such processes may increase the capacity of different actors to 
meaningfully participate in the planning process as such, but also strengthens the willingness to take 
part in sustainable energy practices in the long run (Cuthill and Fien 2005). The importance of a 
successful participation approach for efficient goal implementation made us include also this aspect in 
our study. 

3. Method	
This study is based on structured telephone interviews (resembling an inquiry) with representatives 
from the municipalities that participated in the second phase of the Swedish Energy Agency’s program 
Sustainable Municipality. The purpose of the interviews was to get an overview of the municipalities’ 
approaches to developing local energy strategies. The interviews were carried out with 60 



municipalities during the period November 2010 to January 2011. An alternative to structured 
telephone interviews could have been to send out a web-based questionnaire to the respondents, 
however since we wanted a high response rate in order to get a general view of the municipalities’ 
approaches, we considered telephone interviews as more appropriate. The interviewees were those 
listed as local contact persons for the Sustainable Municipality program. In some cases this list did not 
correspond to the reality due to changes in the organizations, however in these cases we interviewed 
their new contact person. In the interviews only public officials were addressed, thus there were no 
interviews with politicians. 

The interviews consisted of ten questions exploring the municipalities’ approaches to energy 
strategies. The interviews mainly included questions with predefined multiple choice answers; 
however there were a few more open questions where the respondents could leave comments. The 
interviews covered questions on whether the municipality had an adopted energy strategy, when it was 
adopted, what areas the strategy encompassed, what areas in which actions were taken and what actors 
that were involved in the process of developing the local energy strategy. Whether or not the strategies 
were followed up was another thing that was asked about in the interviews.  

The results from the structured interviews were compiled in a database, in which they were compared 
and analyzed from different perspectives. Among other things, correlations and non-correlations 
between different answers were revealed. For example analyses were made concerning on issues such 
as how the actions taken in the municipalities related to the main content of the energy strategies (e.g. 
how many of those that state in the strategy that they invest in biogas actually have measures for 
promoting biogas). 

Since many local authorities have chosen to use environmental management systems that are based on 
the  principles  of  the  PDSA  cycle,  we  have  chosen  to  use  the  PDSA  as  a  way  of  analyzing  and  
structuring the results  in  this  paper.  PDSA is  well  known and has proven to be a  useful  approach in 
management contexts and since local authorities (and several of the local authorities in this study) use 
this approach for their EMSs, we found it interesting to see what would come out if being applied in 
an energy planning context. This could be seen as an attempt to integrate planning and management. 

This study should be regarded as a snapshot of the situation in the selected municipalities during the 
autumn 2010/spring 2011 and due to the progress and maturing of the energy planning processes in 
these municipalities, it is possible and probable that different answers would be achieved if the same 
set of questions were asked again. However, the purpose of the study was to achieve this snapshot and 
overview, since it  was to constitute  the basis  for  selection of  cases for  a  deeper  case study on these 
issues.  

4. Results	and	discussion	
Document studies and structured telephone interviews with representatives from 60 municipalities 
were used to collect data about when the energy strategies were adopted, their scope, and which actors 
were involved in the process to produce the strategy. This chapter presents and discusses the results 
from the study with the PDSA as appoint of departure. However, the Act phase has been without the 
scope of this paper, therefore we have not included this in the discussions. 

4.1	Adoption	of	energy	strategies	
Around 75 percent of the municipalities in the study had adopted local energy strategies. This figure is 
surprisingly low. This is not only surprising given that having an energy plan/strategy in place was a 



precondition for participating in the Sustainable Municipality program, but also since a study made by 
the Swedish Environment Agency shows that 88% of Swedish municipalities (not only Sustainable 
Municipality participants) have implemented an energy strategy (Swedish EPA, 2010). One 
explanation to this could be that some municipalities saw Sustainable Municipality as a motivator to 
get the energy planning process started. Based on this study, we cannot draw any further conclusions 
regarding the role of the Swedish Energy Agency and their Sustainable Municipality program in the 
municipalities’ processes to develop and implement energy strategies, however this question is 
relevant and interesting and it will be studied more in depth in forthcoming studies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Year of adoption of energy strategies in the studied municipalities. 

Most of the strategies were adopted during the second phase of Sustainable Municipality program (see 
Figure 1), and there were few municipalities that had adopted energy strategies before the Sustainable 
Municipality program was initiated.  

How these strategies were labeled varied greatly among the municipalities. While some of the 
municipalities used the term energy plans, others called them energy and climate strategies and 
another example of label is energy and climate program. In all, there were 20 different names for this 
kind of strategy or plan. Climate strategy was the most commonly used one (9 municipalities), 
followed by Energy and Climate Strategy (8 municipalities) and Energy plan (6 municipalities). In 
some cases the municipalities have combined their strategy document with their plan and some had 
two  separate  documents.  One  reason  for  these  differences  could  be  that  the  municipalities’  have  
chosen different approaches based on their organizational structures and tradition of managing these 
issues. Earlier research point at the importance of adapt the local strategic work with energy and 
environmental issues to the local conditions such as tradition of doing things, organizational culture 
(Emilsson and Hjelm, 2009; Ivner 2009a; Jank, 2000). It has proven easier to get acceptance for a new 
approach  or  strategy  if  it  is  close  to  the  existing  routines  and  therefore  does  not  require  an  
organizational reform. However, it is not totally uncomplicated to make local adaptations. In the case 
of labeling strategies and processes (as just discussed), there could be difficulties in comparing and 
exchange experiences if they have few common features. Furthermore, it could also be difficult to 
estimate the quality of the strategies if they are not possible to compare. 

It is however interesting to note that not all municipalities have something labeled Energy Plan since 
there is a law stating that all municipalities must have an energy plan (SFS 1977:439), however this 
study does not give any reasons for this. One explanation to the wide use of Climate Strategy could 
derive back to the Swedish Environment Agency’s requirement of climate strategies in the former 
Climate investment programs in which many Swedish municipalities took part in to get funding for 
projects related to decreasing the emissions of greenhouse gases. Furthermore, the Swedish Energy 
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Agency chose the concept of Energy Strategy or Energy and Climate Strategy when speaking of these 
types of documents in the context of Sustainable Municipality.  

4.2	The	first	phase	–	Plan		
The content of the energy strategies were connected to the following eight themes (that also have been 
focus areas for Sustainable Municipality program): 

· Biogas 

· Provision and distribution of renewable energy  

· Spatial planning 

· Business development focusing energy issues 

· Planning for wind power 

· Municipal travels, transports and public transport 

· Municipal real estates, housing  and premises 

· Municipal crisis management 

· Energy education in schools 

· Public procurement 

The most commonly addressed theme in the studied municipalities was the Municipal real estates and 
housing and premises (50 municipalities) and Municipal travels, transports and public transports (49 
municipalities). Municipal Crisis management was the least commonly addressed theme in the 
strategies; only 14 municipalities mention this in their strategy documents.  

4.3	The	second	phase	-	Do	
All of the respondents that said that their municipality had an adopted energy strategy also claim that it 
has been implemented. Moreover, most of them (55 municipalities) state that they have started to carry 
through actions and measures in order to contribute to fulfilling the objectives in the energy strategy. 
One of the reasons that was brought forward in one of those municipalities that had not yet taken any 
action  in  accordance  with  the  energy  strategy  was  that  it  is  difficult  to  make  this  happen  in  small  
municipalities due to limitations in resources. 

In general, the studied municipalities’ processes to develop energies strategy included different 
parts/areas of responsibility of the municipality, and resulted in concrete measures. Only four 
respondents said that no actions had been taken in order to fulfill the objectives in the energy strategy. 
One explanation to this is that three of these had not yet adopted an energy strategy. Among those 56 
municipalities that stated that action had been taken, the dominant theme within which they had made 
efforts were Municipal travels, transports and public transport (40 municipalities), followed by 
Municipal real estates and housing and premises (37 municipalities). Hence, the most commonly 
mentioned themes in the strategies were also actively addressed in practice in many of the 
municipalities. Municipal crisis management was the least commonly addressed theme; only 6 
municipalities had taken actions related to this.  



Table 1. Correlation between the themes addressed in the local energy strategies 
and the actions/measures taken by the municipalities. 

Sustainable Municipality Theme Number of strategies with 
actions/measures within this 
theme (%) 

Municipal travels, transports and public transport 57 

Municipal real estates, housing  and premises 53 

Biogas 40 

Provision and distribution of renewable energy  40 

Public procurement 28 

Business development focusing energy issues 28 

Energy education in schools 22 

Planning for wind power 20 

Municipal crisis management 8 

 

4.3	Mismatches	between	the	Plan	and	Do	phases	
We have observed a discrepancy between the scope and content of the strategies and the area in which 
the municipalities claim that they have taken measures. The measures taken are more technical 
compared to the positioning in the strategies that include more “soft” issues. The correlation analysis 
in Table 2 shows for example that more than half of those that say something about transports in their 
strategy also claim that they actually take measures within this area. Least correlations were found 
between content in strategy and measures and “softer” issues such as procurement, education and 
municipal crisis management. This means that the measures taken by many municipalities are often 
more technical compared to the positioning in the strategies that include more “soft” issues. This is not 
highly surprising since technical measures are more concrete and are easier to identify and follow up 
in terms of figures, performance etc. (Ivner, 2009b; Stenlund, 2006). This has also been identified 
when it comes to strategic environmental management; municipalities find it easier to set goals and 
targets for issues that are easy to understand and grasp, such as energy use, vehicle mileage, use of 
fuels etc. compared to effects related to education, decision-making (Emilsson and Hjelm, 2007). The 
latter are difficult to estimate when it comes to which extent they give rise to environmental impact, 
what can be controlled by the municipality and what lies in the responsibility or power of other actors, 
such as business, citizens etc. However, when comparing the scope of the energy strategies in this 
study with previous similar inventories, our results indicate that the scope of the energy strategies in 
this study generally is wider. This is particularly the case when it comes to transports. We guess that 
this is a consequence from the Energy Agency’s announcement that transports are important within the 
Sustainable Municipality program.  



4.4	The	third	phase	-	Study	
All municipalities but four say that they have followed up or have plans to follow up their energy 
strategy efforts. Most of them claim that they had follow-up in mind when designing and developing 
the strategies. However, the main part of the energy strategies in this study is quite recently adopted 
and they might not yet have been followed up. Some of them also stated that follow ups were 
performed. This is interesting given that earlier studies show that follow up is often the weak link in 
the context of local strategic environmental management (Ivner and Gustafsson, 2011; Ivner and 
Sonesson, 2010). However, follow up is a key in understanding whether or not the strategy put in 
place is relevant, whether it contributes to achieve the desired ambitions and whether it has an 
appropriate and realistic level of ambition.  

4.5	Stakeholder	participation	
It was the contact persons for the Sustainable Municipality program that were interviewed in this study 
and they were also, most often, the ones coordinating the energy planning in the municipalities. It is 
interesting to note that these have a wide range of titles and are positioned in different departments of 
the municipalities. Most of them had some kind of coordinating role, while others had the role and 
position of managers. Some of them worked in the departments of the municipality while others had a 
more central position close to the top management. The role and the organizational position of the 
coordinators could be of importance for the priority and status of the strategic energy work. Earlier 
studies related to strategic environmental management in Swedish municipalities show that centrally 
positioned coordinators often have more power and possibilities to get acceptance of the work since 
he/she is closer to the top management, compared to someone doing the same work in a satellite 
department (Emilsson and Hjelm, 2005). Furthermore, previous research has shown that there is a 
connection between an actor’s function/formal role and how energetic he/she is in the organization 
(Palm, 2004). The respondent in 15% of the cases in this study states that he/she is the main promoter 
of the energy planning process. The research within policy studies often emphasize actors that have or 
have created a central function in the policy process as policy entrepreneurs. These can be either 
officials or politicians. The policy entrepreneurs mobilize support and mandate to bring forward their 
core matters and thereby get them prioritized on the agenda (Kingdon, 2003). Policy entrepreneurs can 
cross departmental and disciplinary boarders in order to get greater power to implement ideas and have 
an influence on decisions in the municipal organization (Fallde, 2011). They do this by creating 
networks with actors in other policy fields.  

When it comes to involving different actors in the process of developing energy strategies, all 
respondents claimed that several departments within the municipality had been involved in the energy 
planning process (Figure 2). Most of the municipalities (51) also included the municipally owned 
companies in this process. However private business, industry, commerce and citizens were involved 
to a much less extent in these processes. Only eight municipalities involved local commerce in their 
energy planning.  



 

Figure 2. Actors that have been involved in the energy strategy process. This questions 
was answered by all respondents but one. 

Most of the municipalities in this study claim that several departments within the organization have 
been active in developing the energy strategy. In those cases where only one group of actors (apart 
from internal departments) has been involved, it has been municipally owned companies. However, 
fewer had involved private actors and citizens in their processes. As mentioned in chapter 2, 
participation is key when it comes to create policies or plans that the stakeholder are willing to adapt 
to or to take an active part in (e.g. Cuthill and Fien, 2005). There were no correlation between included 
actors and measures taken in the studied municipalities’ strategic energy efforts. Almost one third of 
the municipalities in this study have actions related to biogas and renewable energy, which are areas 
that, at least in Sweden, often are covered by municipality owned companies. Most of the 
municipalities involve their own companies, so this is not very surprising. However almost one fourth 
of the municipalities have actions that are related to business development and private business and 
industry; this is interesting since Figure 2 shows that only a few municipalities have involved industry 
and private business in their energy planning process. This could affect the legitimacy of the 
strategies’ effectiveness and relevance.  

5. Concluding	discussion	
This study raise several issues in relation to management and stakeholder participation in planning that 
are interesting from an energy strategy perspective, and these will be discussed and explored in this 
section.  

As mentioned in chapter 1, the legislation on energy planning in Sweden emphasizes the importance to 
include stakeholders when developing local energy strategies (SFS 1977:439). Stakeholder 
participation could be the basis for developing common goals among actors. Having a common goal 
among the local actors on what the municipality as a region should strive towards and to achieve when 
it comes to energy issues is difficult. However, it is regarded as a key issue in this kind of processes 
(Healy, 2009). Different actors have different agendas and different approaches to doing their 
business. It is not the formulation of the document that is the goal but it is the process where mutual 



learning (Collins and Ison, 2006), creation of relationships and social change that are the real 
outcomes along with the actions made in order to fulfill the visions stated in the strategy. 

In this study, however, there has been a limited number of stakeholders from outside the local 
administration included. In practice, Swedish municipalities have become the “owners” of the energy 
strategies, which could be an explanation to the limited cooperation with local stakeholders such as 
industry, NGOs and citizens. This means that important stakeholders might feel that they do not have 
equal legitimacy in the process, something that e.g. Cundill and Fabricius (2009) and Polk and 
Knutsson (2009) stresses as important for participation processes. Constraints such as organizational 
cultures, time, and no tradition of stakeholder participation could contribute to this limitation. Having 
an inclusive process involving many actors could be experienced as being too complex and a reason 
why municipalities choose to only involve its own departments and companies. Hence, a broad 
participation could lead to too complex processes which make the development of the strategy both 
inefficient and ineffective, due to e.g. difficulties in compromising all actors’ perspectives and to fit 
everything within the scope and frames of the strategy (Emilsson, 2010; Gustafsson and Hjelm, 
forthcoming). Furthermore, if looked upon this from the stakeholders’ perspective; if it is the 
municipality that in practice “owns” the strategy, there needs to be a clear argument for why other 
stakeholders should make an effort to contribute and take initiatives. The municipality needs to clarify 
what is in it for the different actors.  

Formulating strategies with contents and action plans with measures that are to some extent not 
controlled or managed by the municipality without involving the targeted organization could 
contribute to unwillingness of adapting to the strategy or to take on the challenge to take the stated 
measures. If the process has been exclusive, mainly engaging municipal actors could also lead to that 
the implementation and the follow up becomes the task of only the municipal organization. When the 
municipality does the strategy work to an internal business then it is also difficult to involve local 
business and other actors within the geographical area of the municipality, rendering the strategy a 
paper tiger and not an effective planning and development tool. 

Follow up is of utmost importance for creating a continuous process striving for improving the 
performance on a continual basis (Emilsson and Hjelm, 2005). Lack of continuity has been put 
forward as a problem in strategic environmental management in municipalities (Emilsson and Hjelm, 
2005; 2009). Ling et al., (2002) mean that a broad participation could contribute to continuity since 
there are several actors that feel responsible for forwarding the process. However one problem is that 
this  kind  of  processes  (i.e.  developing  a  strategy)  often  is  seen  as  a  project,  and  once  the  project  is  
finalized (i.e. when the strategy is developed), there is no receiver that continues where the project 
ended. In practice it is the other way around, it is when the strategy is developed when the hard work 
starts. If there has been an including process where those that are to be affected by the strategy have 
been involved (so called policy-driven participation) this work is not that complicated. If, however 
there has been an exclusive process including only a limited group of actors, along with a limited 
communication with others, then there is a risk that the implementation of the strategy becomes a real 
struggle.  

Through this study, we have mobilized a general knowledge of Swedish municipalities’ (at least those 
participating in the Sustainable Municipality program) approaches to energy strategies, what topics 
these encompasses, whether these strategies are turned into action and which actors that are involved. 
We have among other things seen that cooperation is often broad within the municipalities but limited 
when it comes to external actors and that the content of the energy plans do not always reflect the 
content of the measures and goals. The rather limited external participation in the process could affect 



the impact and legitimacy of the strategies in the organizations. This knowledge is important and 
useful for further and deeper studies on this topic. It would be interesting to analyze how the 
composition of involved stakeholders in the energy and climate strategy work influence suggested 
goals and measures, and if a variety of stakeholders have an influence on the development of plans for 
implementation and follow up of the strategies. 
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