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Sustainable development is the development that satisfies today's needs without 
compromising the ability of future generations to satisfy their needs. Sustainability 
issues permeate all parts of society from a global to a local level and ultimately affect 
us all as citizens. Good and appropriate sustainability governance is a basic 
prerequisite for securing a municipality's commitments to current and future 
municipal residents.

The purpose of this survey has been to provide an overview of how municipalities govern, ie 
target and follow up their sustainability work, and to provide a status report of how the 
municipalities describe their sustainability work in budget and annual report documents. In this 
survey, PwC has mapped the sustainability governance of 60 municipalities with 
representation across the country.

Sustainability is about using our resources wisely and responsibly, so that it does not 
jeopardize future generations' opportunities for a good life. For the Swedish public sector, this 
is ultimately about caring for nature and the environment responsibly, but also about creating 
conditions for socially and economically sustainable societies nationally and locally. In general, 
the concept of sustainability today is defined in three dimensions:

• Environmental sustainability is about how we humans take care of the planet, the 
environment and nature around us.

• Social sustainability is about how we live together in our societies, how societies are 
inclusive, how human rights are respected, how we take care of each other.

• Economic sustainability is about how we make society work and how we, through tax 
financing and private investment, achieve a healthy financial balance.

Background and purpose
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The starting point for the survey has methodologically been to analyze the 
municipalities' most important governing documents, goals and budget, as well as 
annual reports published on each municipality's website. Based on these documents, 
an evaluation has been made regarding how the municipalities target, report and 
follow up their sustainability work, taking into account all three dimensions of 
sustainability. 

When analyzing these documents for each municipality, we have asked three questions:

1. Are there goals linked to the three sustainability dimensions in goals and the budget?

2. Is there a specific part of the goals and budget that deals with sustainability where the 
goals are linked to the municipality's specific sustainability risks and needs?

3. Do the municipalities that have goals linked to sustainability follow up on these in the 
annual report?

By analyzing the municipalities' published documents and answering the above-mentioned 
questions, PwC has made an assessment of the municipalities' sustainability work by 
categorizing the municipalities into three different levels of maturity, which are "low", "medium", 
and "high" depending on the degree of formalization of expressed ambitions in governing 
documents, clearly set goals regarding sustainability and follow-up, as well as follow-up of 
sustainability at an overall level.

The survey has been based on a sample of 60 municipalities, of which samples have been 
distributed in nine different municipal groups, with representation throughout the country. The 
basis for the selection has been determined by SKR. The sample has also taken into account 
the municipal group division made by SKR, in order to weigh geographical, economic and 
demographic patterns in the analysis.

Methodology and questions
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The survey shows that 70% of the municipalities 
included in this survey in some form have adopted 
sustainability goals that appear in goals and budget 
documents. But in addition to this there are many 
differences in how the three sustainability dimensions 
have been implemented in the governance of 
sustainability among municipalities. Almost all 
municipalities with adopted sustainability goals 
(approx. 95%) conduct some sort of follow-up 
activities linked to these.

A large part of the sustainability goals that appear in the 
municipalities' goals and budgets are unclear and unspecific. 
Approximately 30% of the municipalities have not defined 
sustainability goals that address the specific needs of their 
own municipality, whereas defined sustainability goals mean 
that the municipalities have formulated goals according to 
identified sustainability risks and specific needs for the 
municipality.

The survey also shows that the municipalities have applied 
largely activity-based goals with qualitative indicators linked to 
sustainability governance. Qualitative indicators are important 
for creating change, but in some cases it can be difficult to 
demonstrate the real effect of a completed activity. 

Results
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For example, training in environmental sustainability is 
necessary, but in combination with this, there should also be 
indicators that show the reduction or increase in emissions 
from fossil fuels. In order for Sweden's municipalities to be 
able to contribute to a greater extent to the global and national 
sustainability goals, it is necessary to combine the 
activity-based goals in their governance with more measurable 
quantitative goals.

In several cases, the municipalities already conduct good and 
appropriate governance of the sustainability work, but without 
communicating or structuring it in a transparent manner. For 
example, less than one-fifth of the municipalities have a clearly 
linked sustainability governance with Agenda 2030, although 
many of these municipalities have adopted goals that could 
have been linked to Agenda 2030. This means that favourable 
conditions exist for creating better transparency, and for 
communicating on sustainability work, with relatively small 
means.

The sustainability dimension which is most recurring and 
described in the governance is, for natural reasons, economic 
sustainability. A large majority of the municipalities have in 
goals and budgets a section that describes and defines good 
financial management.
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Summary results and concluding 
remarks

5

1
The level of sustainability governance differs between 
the municipal groups but also between municipalities 
within the same group.

Many municipalities have few or no quantitative 
measurable indicators that show the real effect of 
completed activities.

72% of the municipalities surveyed have not defined 
sustainability based on the municipality's specific 
sustainability risks and needs.
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3
Several of the municipalities could, with rather small 
means, significantly improve the transparency of their 
sustainability work.4
The majority of the municipalities have some form of 
follow-up of their goals, but in cases where 
sustainability is vaguely defined, the set goals and thus 
the follow-up are not clear.

5

6
Only one-fifth of the municipalities have clearly linked 
sustainability governance and the municipality's goals 
with one or more goals in Agenda 2030.

7
Financial sustainability is the sustainability dimension 
that is most common and has a separate section in 
goals and budget.

For natural reasons, the municipalities have a strong 
focus on financial sustainability, and in most cases this 
is illustrated by the section in the governing documents 
that deals with good financial management. Basic 
factors in social sustainability also have a large place in 
governance. Basic social sustainability factors mean, 
for example, areas that pertain to the municipalities' 
core activities, such as providing education to school 
students and providing good care for the elderly. 

Areas of improvement linked to social sustainability are 
to carry out deeper analyzes, in the form of risk and 
materiality analyzes, in order to be able to better target 
according to the unique needs that each municipality 
has. 

In the area of   environmental sustainability, there is a 
need for more concrete and measurable goals linked to 
climate work. Climate work is complex and in that work, 
the smaller municipalities in particular need greater 
support from authorities. However, in the survey there 
are examples of governance in smaller municipalities 
that work with the climate issue in a concrete and 
measurable way.

The survey shows that the size of the municipality and, 
by extension, the resources available are of great 
importance for how far the municipalities have come in 
targeting and following up on sustainability. But the 
study also confirms that there are examples of smaller 
municipalities that have come a long way in goals and 
performance management of their sustainability work. 
Although the conditions may look different for 
municipalities within the same municipal group, the 
good examples should be examples that it is possible 
for all municipalities to have appropriate governance.

Seven points summarizing the results of the study
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